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      Chapter 94: The Queen’s Letter


      With things more tense than they could have ever been, the king swore it wasn’t the time to be reading, but accepted the letter Emma gave him regardless.


      Upon seeing the royal family’s red-and-black seal, the king changed his tune. “It can’t be!” That seal was only ever used to signal terrible emergencies. He couldn’t possibly ignore it now, and he violently tore open the seal to read the letter within. “N-No... Maximilian’s been b-brainwashed? And has betrayed us? And...what?! The Western Empire is attacking? With cannons?!” The more he read, the less he could believe it. After having read the whole thing, the king was at a loss for words.


      The firstborn prince Maximilian, who’d arrived just as the king left for the field trip, was an earnest and diligent boy who was quite popular among the populace. The start of the letter said that that very prince had been brainwashed by the Western Empire into showing them how best to attack the kingdom. The letter was filled with shocking news from start to finish. To make matters worse, a merchant reported that Maximilian had allowed Western Imperial ships to dock in the kingdom with cannons that could reach the capital itself. They were ready to fire at any moment, meaning the capital could come under fire that night even. The letter wrapped up saying that he should return home at once. However ridiculous it might have sounded, it was written in the queen’s own hand. No matter how much the king wanted it all to be a mistake, he knew more than anyone that it was the truth.


      “This is horrible... I have to get home!” The king raised his head suddenly, but two cool hands on his cheeks forced him to look down again.


      “You can’t look up, Your Majesty. If you do, you’ll be looking those rainbow raccoons right in the eyes.” Emma Stewart was there, standing on her tiptoes to reach the king’s face and forcing him to look down again.


      “B-But Emma...this letter said the capital is in terrible danger...” The Western Empire was trying to attack the capital. As king, he couldn’t be wasting time worrying about these tiny little monsters.


      “I know, but you need to remain calm. You can’t show worry or fear in front of them or you’ll be their next target.” Emma could feel the rainbow raccoons steadily moving in as they saw the alarm on the king’s face. The Monster Studies instructor always hammered on about how one couldn’t show even a sliver of weakness in your heart before a monster that used psychological attacks. Having been born and raised along the border, Emma knew that advice like that was to be followed at all costs, so she would not let the king look away from her for a second. She couldn’t have the king going on a rampage again...and also, she did want him to keep looking at her. It was just the tiniest bit of an ulterior motive, but she wasn’t gonna let the chance pass her by.


      “Y-Yeaaaagh!” A knight who was next to the king suddenly broke into a scream. When one of the rainbow raccoons tried to enter the king’s field of vision, one of the nearby knights fell prey to its sights instead. Though the knight had tried to avoid eye contact with the monsters, as the king’s guards, they couldn’t afford not to check on the king. As such, the knight had been watching as Emma passionately redirected the king’s gaze to herself. Upon seeing that, as a knight who’d mainly worked directly guarding the royal family, he realized this was the kind of thing he should turn a blind eye to. Unfortunately, that meant he averted his gaze. While normally, it would have been correct to read the room and turn away from the king having an illicit relationship with a girl, they were in hunting territory now. Common sense simply did not apply out there. While the knights had been taught that rainbow raccoons could use the fear in one’s heart to manipulate them, they hadn’t realized just how powerful their attacks could be. They knew monsters were dangerous, but after all the training the knights had done, they simply couldn’t have imagined themselves being utterly out of control with terror.


      That was their undoing.


      The knight turned his gaze away from the scandalous relationship before him. In that instant, he accidentally saw the rainbow raccoon’s eyes. The eyes he was absolutely not supposed to look at. By the time he’d realized his mistake and tried to look away, it was too late. The moment the rainbow raccoon entered his sights, everything turned dark. He couldn’t sense anyone around him any longer. Neither the king nor the girl who were right beside him, nor the monsters he’d met the eyes of. It all disappeared in the blink of an eye. Everything was enveloped in total darkness.


      “Wh-What just happened? It’s so dark...” All he could hear was the pounding of his own heart. “N-No... Please, not like this... Not the dark...!”


      The knight had been terrified of the dark ever since he’d been locked in a closet as a punishment for fooling around too much as a child. He was seized with the fear that he’d never get out again, and he pleaded, cried, screamed, and begged in an utter panic to get them to let him out, but they wouldn’t listen. Though he’d only been in the closet for a few minutes, it had felt like an eternity as he waited for the door to open. He’d thought he’d overcome that fear now that he was grown...until that moment. No matter how hard-trained a knight he might have been, nobody could overcome the fear sleeping in their subconscious.


      Rainbow raccoons exploited their targets’ most feared memories and took control of their psyche to make them easier prey. They could even create illusions if they needed.


      “Aaaagh!”


      No matter how strong a man might be in the present, they couldn’t fight against a monster that could use memories that formed the base of one’s fears. After all, nobody was born fearless.


      Thus, the panic began to spread. After the first knight screamed, another turned to look at him, only to see a rainbow raccoon himself.


      “Eeeek!” another knight shrieked.


      “N-No! How are you still alive?! Why?! You... You can’t be!” Another knight was trapped by horrifying memories. He was pointing at nothing, trembling as he fell back onto his butt.


      “Wh-Why are they screaming like that? What’s happening to them?” Unable to move his head in Emma’s grip, the king twitched as he heard his proudest knights, whom he’d even trained directly alongside, screaming in utter terror.


      “It’s because of the rainbow raccoons, Your Majesty. You just keep your eyes on me. Just on me,” Emma said, only slightly taking advantage of the serious situation as she directed the king’s gaze back down toward her again.


      Emma had been taught that rainbow raccoons were small and weak monsters, and as long as one didn’t look them in the eyes, they weren’t much of a threat. Even if they were to launch a direct attack, the worst one would likely come away with were some badly broken bones. Even if one were unfortunate enough to meet their gaze and wound up trembling like the knights around them, they still could handle it.


      The worst-case scenario would be if someone who’d received a psychic attack lashed out in their fear. They would be long past being able to tell friend and foe apart, and their reckless flailing would most certainly hit someone right next to them rather than a monster. If someone did lash out, those who still had their wits about them would have to trade blows with a limited field of view and suppress the attacker quickly in order to prevent more injuries. All it took was a single glance at a rainbow raccoon’s eyes during that process for more people to be taken by terror. The nightmare would continue until every last one of them had gone mad with fear. The rainbow raccoons would wait for that moment to strike.


      “We’ve gotta get rid of them before the king goes crazy!”


      “For sure.”


      Before William had even finished his sentence, Uncle Arven had shot his first arrow. It was best to use a long-distance weapon like a bow against monsters like these. Unfortunately...


      “Oh...”


      “Guess I missed.” Arven grimaced. Rainbow raccoons were quite fast, and they had good eyesight as well. Even with Arven’s sharp archery skills, it was difficult to shoot them down with the handicap of not being able to look directly at his target.


      The king, having overheard William and Arven’s conversation, felt his eyebrow twitch. It must have been an even more difficult situation than he’d thought if Professor Arven—who had been able to fell a distant avian monster in a single strike—was struggling. And just as he was thinking that...


      “Well, guess we should get ready to go home.” Leonard, who had been looking down, looked up as though nothing had happened.


      “Yeah, sounds good.”


      “Huh?”


      “Okaaay.” Even Emma, who had been fixing the king’s gaze on her so fervently, regretfully took her hands away from his cheeks.


      “Think we should pick any up, William?” George, who’d been a little ways away, had suddenly gotten behind William.


      “Hmm... Well, father says they don’t taste all that good, so I dunno... And their pelts... Like, I don’t think I’ve ever seen any for sale,” William mumbled complaints to himself as he followed after George, not really seeing any use in collecting the remains.


      “Wait... Emma, didn’t Professor Arven say that he missed?” The king couldn’t keep up with how quickly the Stewarts pivoted to retreating.


      “Yeah, one of ’em got away.”


      “I’m so sorry, Your Majesty. I just think it would be safer for us to leave the forest than go after the one I missed,” Arven explained as he bowed his head.


      “Wait... He struck eight of them down?! In that split second?!”


      “Yes. His Pallas-made bow is strung with a special thread that makes it a lot more lethal than it might look!” Emma glanced at Arven, who smiled in return. Currently, the bows made using Violet’s silk (an idea cooked up by Emma) were treasured in the Pallas region and only used for monster hunts.


      “Uh... Right...?” The king had been more surprised at how well Arven had used the bow than the lethality of it, but he just left his response as a vague acknowledgment of understanding. He really couldn’t believe that Arven had struck down eight monsters in a split second with such slender arms.


      “Myah!” Squish. “Myah!” Squish.


      After hearing that they were going to retreat, Kongming squished down all the people who’d succumbed to the rainbow raccoons’ psychic attacks.


      “Hmm... It really is a pain that killing off the rainbow raccoons doesn’t undo the effects of their psychic attacks...” Leonard said. The only way they could bring them home safely was to physically force them to calm down. Good thing General Kongming’s here, Leonard thought as he picked up the now-unconscious knights under his arms with ease.


      “We’re pretty used to fighting monsters and all, but fighting humans is a lot harder to adjust to,” George added, having returned with six of the rainbow raccoons Arven had felled. People were far too delicate for gorillas like him to deal with.


      “Ugh... You really think we can use these?” William asked as he dragged two more rainbow raccoons behind him after George. “Their fur changes color even after they’re dead...”


      The raccoons being dragged on the ground were the same color as the dirt, and the ones George was carrying were matching the colors of George’s hands, clothes, even the most minute details like the air around them.


      “In other words, if we were to make a coat out of these guys’ fur and put it on the king, it’d be like...” Emma, who rushed over to see the monsters she hardly ever would have gotten to see in Pallas, whispered a realization as she saw them, “Like the king’s new clothes...”


      “Pfft!” Leonard, George, and William all spat.


      “Sis, don’t be weird about this!”


      “Honestly, Emma...”


      “You really are the funniest, Emma!”


      The Stewart family chuckled at the reference from their old life.


      “Uh... Did any of you catch anything funny?”


      “N-No?”


      None of the knights or hunters had any idea what the fuss was about.


      “Nngh...” Arven, despite being a part of the Stewart family himself, didn’t understand the joke either. Feeling left out, all he could do was groan about it.


      “W-Well, let’s retreat, then. We need to get back to the capital.” The king (who was decidedly not an emperor with new clothes) raised his trademark handsome voice. If what the queen said in her letter was true, then they didn’t have time to dawdle. They needed to get back to the capital before the attack, no matter what it took.


      Unfortunately, that single monster they failed to strike down would come back to bite them. It wouldn’t be long before the rainbow raccoon, burning with a desire for vengeance against those who killed its companions, would come across the monster the Western Empire had sent their way.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Considering the arduous task of getting to where they were, coming back was shockingly easy. As they hurriedly turned back on the path, the game path they’d been on in the deep forest soon turned to a true road, and they could see familiar grounds once more.


      When Francesca saw the paved road, she realized they would soon reach camp. Her nerves finally calmed and she was able to smile. “I’m so glad we didn’t run into any more monsters on our way back...”


      “Huh? Oh, uh... Yeah, true enough,” William gave a perfunctory response with an exhausted smile. It’s only because the king killed them all... he thought. Mad rats had the ability to cause any monsters they bit to create packs with others that had been bitten. As such, the king had killed all the monsters in one group, making the road home perfectly safe. Dealing with that firsthand had been hell for poor William, though. Besides, the girls had had Kongming with them to and from the site, so they were safe the whole time. While there were some monsters the king and the mad rat hadn’t caught, Kongming was easily able to bat them away with her tail, even now.


      “Monsters or no, I’m really impressed you two can keep up with us going so fast, Lady Marion and Lady Francesca.” George said, surprised by the two girls’ brisk pace. Emma and the twins were lacking in endurance, so they were riding atop Kongming, and William was being carried in George’s arms, yet Marion and Francesca were doing perfectly fine walking alongside them. George had been a bit worried when they turned down the knights’ assistance before they set off, but apparently it had been wasted concern.


      “Heh. Of course I can. I’ve been honing my skills all this time, after all.” Marion chuckled as she placed a hand on her trusty sword at her hip. She’d been practicing her sword skills since she was a young girl, and was now skilled enough to go toe-to-toe with any of the boys.


      “I-I’ve been dancing for ages, so...I do feel a bit confident in my fitness.” Francesca, on the other hand, seemed a bit embarrassed in her response. Dancing was extremely popular in the capital at the moment, and Francesca was skilled enough that plenty knew her name.


      “Oh, I see the camp, Caitlyn!”


      “Oh, I see the camp too, Catherine!”


      Atop Kongming, the twins had a higher vantage point than the others, and they pointed straight ahead. Their quick pace meant they’d likely be back before the sun set. Yet it was awfully quiet for them to be approaching the exit of the forest.


      “Hmm?” The king squinted, seeming to have noticed the strange feeling as well. At this time, the boys who hadn’t gone into the forest should have been getting prepared for dinner. It would have been normal to hear their guardians at work or the sound of cutlery on plates right about now. “Do you think something happened?” They’d initially relaxed knowing they were close to the campsite, but this had them all nervous again.


      “Stand back, Your Maje— Agh! Wait! Wait, I say!” Before the knights could do their job to protect the king, he’d already started running toward the camp. Unfortunately, the king was the type who had to see everything for himself no matter what. “Aaagh, you’re not sorry about any of this, are you?!” The knight couldn’t stop himself from voicing his complaints as he took off after the king.


      “Your Highness? For my sake... No, for the sake of all of us knights, can you promise you won’t do what the king does?” Arthur, who was the personal guard for the second-born Prince Edward, warned...or rather, begged him, as he watched the other knights’ fall all over themselves trying to help the king. As someone who was supposed to be protected, they needed to actually act in a way that made it possible.


      “I mean...I don’t think it’s right that the royal family just sits back and lets everyone do the work either, Arthur, so...” Though Edward understood Arthur’s concern, he couldn’t possibly commit to it after seeing the way Emma watched the king take off with such sparkling admiration. He would have done anything for her to look at him that way.


      “Agh, you’re too fast, Your Majesty!” The knights chasing after the king were beside themselves trying to keep up.


      “Can you really talk like that when you see what the poor knights are putting up with right now?” Arthur pointed at the poor knights. If Arthur relented here, he would be in their shoes in the future. Having seen their suffering up close and personal, he wasn’t about to give in.


      “Nngh...” If the king had been like any ordinary king, it would have been a piece of cake for the knights to keep up with him in the ridiculous event that he did jump headfirst into the fray. Unfortunately, this king was anything but ordinary. He wasn’t just as strong as a knight, he surpassed them. He was, if anything, a true-blue unfettered king. The firstborn prince Maximilian and the second-born prince Edward both had his blood running through their veins, giving them the same physical prowess alongside the swordsmanship they’d practiced since they were very young. Even now, Edward hadn’t faltered in stamina even once despite being in the monsters’ forest for hours. “Anyway, I am worried about the king. We should speed up a little.”


      “Yeah, yeah, Your Highness. Just try not to go faster than those poor knights, wouldja?”


      “Of course.”


      Prince Edward and his bodyguard Arthur picked up the pace just enough to follow after the knights.


      “Nngh...” A hunter from Skyte groaned, his joy at finally being free of the monsters’ forest shattered by the sudden disquiet and the faces of the knights who had to chase after their king. “I can’t do it anymore...”


      The hunter had reached his limit. Normally, the hunters should have been chasing after the king too, but they were all just standing dumbfounded. Their bodies wouldn’t do as they were told, as they desperately wanted to avoid any more stress than they already had experienced. The pressure of bringing the royal family into their hunting grounds plus the king becoming a crazed hunting maniac, and the giant cat thing that they’d kind of accepted at this point but still couldn’t understand... With the king, the Stewart family, and the giant cat thing, before them nobody could really blame them for balking. Even their leader, the one-armed lord of Skyte, seemed to have aged decades from the stress of being in that forest.


      There was a nonzero chance that the fact that they couldn’t sense any of the students meant the camp had been attacked by a powerful monster. He’d left some of his hunters behind to watch over the camp, but depending on the type of monster, it might not have taken long to paint the grounds in a river of blood. It was only students participating in the field trip there—a bunch of sheltered rich boys. In border regions with plenty of monsters, it was absolutely possible that a few hunters and the students’ guardians would become overwhelmed, even outside the forest.


      The Skyte lord groaned, feeling dizzy with the weight of responsibility on his shoulders. For a blunder like this, he’d be lucky if he got away with his head still on his shoulders.


      “Everything will be okay.” Emma, who must have climbed down from the cat’s back at some point, supported the lord’s back as he faltered.


      “Lady Emma?”


      “Nothing all that bad can happen after all this!” Emma looked up at the dizzy, handsome man as she gave him completely baseless words of encouragement. Now that Emma couldn’t look at the total eye candy that was the king, she’d switched targets to the other silver fox in the group. As the lord of Skyte, she had to get a good look at him too. After all, border lords always had their hands full with monsters, so they very rarely left their own regions. Since Emma lived in the capital, meeting one was a very rare occasion. If the field trip was going to end soon, this would be her last chance to get a glimpse.


      “My apologies. I was just a bit dizzy, that’s all.”


      “Hee hee. We’ve just got a little bit more to go! I can help support you ’til we get to camp,” Emma responded, all smiles. The way he’d leaned down to meet her eyes and whispered in that husky, hoarse voice of his was like music to Emma’s ears. Of course she was all smiles.


      “Oh...”


      “Ah...!”


      Unfortunately, that big, broad grin of hers had had an effect on the people around her without her even knowing it. Her dopey grin over the sudden foxy fan service looked to the others like a young girl worriedly offering chicken soup for the soul to the Skyte lord. They were all exhausted. In times like those, people instinctively reach out for comfort, and they’ll see whatever it is they want to see. The Skyte lord, who witnessed that rejuvenating smile right up close, was no exception. He gulped.


      “L-Lady Emma...” The delicate young girl was earnestly trying to support the taller lord. Surely, she was far less used to the forest than these hunters, who had spent many long years at their jobs, yet her smile was so bright that none would be able to tell.


      She must be an angel...right?


      As though they’d all read the Skyte lord’s innermost thoughts, all those nearby nodded hard enough, one might expect their heads to pop off.


      Her two brothers could only tilt their heads at the unusual scene. They really couldn’t fathom it.


      “Hey, William? She’s pretty much just grinning over how hot she thinks old guys are when they’re tired from work, right? The only reason she even acted worried was so she could get closer to him, right?” He had to wonder if maybe everyone else needed glasses or something. George had seen this happen so many times since coming to this world and all he could do was raise his head to the heavens in exasperation.


      “Oh, without question. I mean, she even went out of her way to use this situation to touch him and everything. Of course she’s grinning over that. Because someone got to get a good, up close and personal look at her beloved ‘silver foxes’ or whatever! Ugh!” William groaned with his head in his hands as he was carried by George. “And even if she did want to comfort him, does she have to do it that way?! Saying nothing bad is gonna happen is like the biggest way to guarantee something will!” William knew Emma knew that there wasn’t a light novel, manga, or anime out there where such a statement wouldn’t lead to disaster.


      “Yeah... She’s doing it on purpose, isn’t she? I’m already exhausted enough, man...” George grimaced in annoyance at William’s assumption.


      “Myaaaaow!” But that’s our Emma! Kongming responded joyfully.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Meanwhile...


      Vrrrm...


      Deep in the forest near the border, the ground began to dimly glow, and a pattern rose upward. It was a magic circle, one nobody knew who had placed it, or when or why it was placed there. Likely the only reason it hadn’t been found, despite being the largest pattern of magic circle that could be drawn, was because it was so close to the barrier. Its enormous size meant it also took a tremendous amount of magic stones to make. It was a relic from when the Western Empire thought their supply of the stones were limitless—a one-way travel circle from the Western Empire into the kingdom.


      Shoom...


      When the light from the magic circle subsided, a large cage stood where there had been nothing before. It was a cage containing a monster the Western Empire had captured and sent to the kingdom. The very cage that had been unlocked just before being sent over.


      A single monster slowly poked its head out of the sturdy cage. It was a type that should never have been on the southern continent, where the kingdom was—and it was said to be the most dangerous psychic attacking monster of all.


      Rustle rustle...


      Just then, something came rushing out of the grass at high speed. It was the small and nimble rainbow raccoon that had just barely escaped with its life from Arven’s arrows.


      Both the rainbow raccoon and the monster that had come out of its cage had extremely powerful psychic attacks, so there was no greater threat to human life than both of them together. Some even said that if their natural habitats hadn’t been separated between the northern and southern continents, humanity would have long gone extinct.


      Right then, deep within the border region of Skyte, the most terrible, most powerful combination of monsters possible had come together.


      The rainbow raccoon realized instinctively that the monster before it could lend it strength, and the monster from the cage understood the same in turn. They both realized that if they joined forces, they’d have enough power to destroy the humans’ countries easily.


      Fwooom!


      A giant pillar of fire arose from the monster that emerged from the cage—a symbol of the flame-clad monster’s delight upon meeting the rainbow raccoon. With their meeting, it could easily burn the disgusting humans that had trapped it in that cage to crisps.


      The rainbow raccoon felt the same way. With this power, it could drive the humans who had killed its pack to madness.


      Both monsters despised humans.


      The pillar of flames rose higher, burned stronger, and began to engulf the forest. In the face of such heat, the rainbow raccoon hopped onto the uncaged monster’s back.


      I recall the scents of the humans that killed my kin. They’re that way. The rainbow raccoon pointed toward the entrance of the forest, and the monster from the cage narrowed its eyes. The two monsters were headed right for the campgrounds that were being used for the field trip.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 95: The Madam’s Mandate


      Meanwhile, at the camp...


      The Skyte hunters who’d stayed to guard the campsite were on extreme alert as they asked the woman behind them, “U-Um... Are you sure this will be okay?”


      “Yes, of course it will,” the woman responded calmly, in stark contrast to the antsy hunters.


      “Er...but, if you keep doing your own thing, we might...” The few knights left at the camp looked unsure if they should criticize the woman.


      “Considering how very late the king is coming back, I’d say we’re already in unforeseen territory. I’m sure following orders feels nice and cozy, but you’ve got to think for yourselves sometimes too.” Melsa Stewart, the wife of Count Stewart, shot the knights an icy glare to shut them up.


      “E-Excuse me, ma’am? C-Can’t you let us head out at least?” The guardians and coachmen for the Delacour and Simmons family, who’d overheard the discussion from afar, all pleaded with her. The many other students participating in the field trip and their guardians had already left the campgrounds in their carriages on Melsa’s orders. The only carriages remaining on the site were the royal family’s and their guardians, the Bell family’s, the Stewart family’s, and the two families that had just pleaded with Melsa to let them go. The campsite had gone from bustling to near empty in a matter of a few hours, making their worries even more prominent.


      “I don’t think so. If, heaven forbid, they come across any monsters, you would need to be here to get your girls to safety, right? And knowing the king, he would insist on staying and fighting rather than retreating. In other words, the royal carriage, the knights’ carriage, and the Bells’ carriage would not be permitted to leave the king behind to save their own skins.” And if there were monsters around, the Stewart family couldn’t leave either.


      While the king’s chivalry was quite popular with the general populace, his behavior was the source of so much misery for the poor knights tasked with guarding him. After all, there weren’t many who had the wherewithal to talk the king down from gleefully jumping into danger at the forefront. None of them could talk the troublemaker down from fighting during his brother’s attempted coup either.


      “S-So, we’re in danger here, right?” The Simmons’ driver was getting anxious, looking around as the sun started to set. While they hadn’t thought much of it when there were all those people around, the forest before them was filled with monsters. Having come from a region surrounded by the sea, the coach didn’t have much confidence in his abilities against any monsters and wanted to leave as soon as possible. When did those girls even go into the forest, anyway?! he thought, his head clutched in his hands.


      “I-I’ll wait... I-I promised my master that I would bring Lady Francesca home safely. But I will be taking my leave the moment my lady gets out of the forest!” Though the Delacour house’s guardian could accept Melsa’s orders, it didn’t change the fact that the eerie forest was still something to be wary of. However skilled and however much the guardian had honed their abilities, it was hard to say that it would amount to anything in a fight against monsters. When did Lady Francesca even go into the forest in the first place? the Delacour guardian wondered, head tilted.


      “Please, just come back safely... And quickly, please...” Both the Simmons and Delacour coach drivers sat in the coach’s seats with the reins in their hands so that they could take off at a moment’s notice. Their guardians kept staring into the forest, hoping their charges would return any second. Just then, as their nerves were tight as they could be, something came leaping out of the forest at top speed.


      “Agh!”


      “Whoa!”


      The Simmons and Delacour guardians who had been waiting on tenterhooks, squinting into the forest, all cried out in alarm. It was the king, who had rushed ahead the moment he noticed something strange with the campsite.


      “Uh... Oh!” The king quickly realized that the camp was completely different from how he’d left it.


      “Ahem. Welcome back, Your Majesty. You’re here alone?” Melsa coughed to break the silence and greeted the king with a bow. While a stranger might have seen her expression as cool and indifferent, her family would have known that she was a bit angry. Truly, everyone wished the king, who showed up without even his bodyguards, would give them all a damn break.


      “Oh, you’re Count Stewart’s wife... Hmm? Oh! Not to worry! Everyone else is safe. They’ll be here shortly.”


      “Y-Your Majesty... That’s not...what she’s asking...” The knights who had remained at the camp all slouched their shoulders in exasperation.


      Melsa, who’d managed to hide her pained resignation behind a perfect poker face, sighed. The king’s bad habits were showing again. This wasn’t a situation that could be played off as long as everyone was okay. There was something that needed to be addressed before that.


      “More importantly, what in the world has happened...?” The king shushed the annoyed knights and hunters, saying he’d hear their scolding after, as he looked around the completely empty campgrounds. There was no sign of the field trip students who were supposed to be there. In fact, it wasn’t just the students. Their carriages and the guardians tasked with looking after them had almost all disappeared too. What had happened? Was it monsters? Or perhaps...


      It was not one of the knights, but Melsa who responded to the king’s question. “You have nothing to worry about on that front. By your leave, I unilaterally made the preparations to have all the students attending the field trip go home to the capital.”


      “Wait... You issued the order?”


      Melsa was a woman from the Pallas region. When the king showed no sign of returning from the forest when he was supposed to, worry spread through the camp that something had happened. Truthfully, deep down, everyone wanted to go home. Unfortunately, there was no future for them if they just did whatever they wanted. If people found out that they’d abandoned the king and gone home, they’d have a very hard time living in the kingdom afterward. As everyone struggled with that inner conflict, Melsa swore to them that she would take responsibility for their decision and made the preparations to evacuate. Even now, she didn’t flinch as she reported her decision that could only be seen as going against the king’s orders before the king himself. The knights who’d stayed at the camp couldn’t look him in the eye for fear that they’d be blamed for acting without permission, but Melsa maintained eye contact the entire time. It took incredible guts, and the king was deeply impressed by it.


      “I apologize for acting without permission. Given that you and the others had overstayed your time in the forest, I believed it best to prepare for the worst.” Melsa knew that there had been some kind of emergency that the queen had written about. While she didn’t know what had been written in that letter, it was clear that the king would have to return at once. She believed that the fact that he still hadn’t returned after all that time meant something had to have happened. In that case, she knew she had to do what they did on the border in the event of unforeseen emergencies: get any amateurs out of the area as soon as possible. Having passed Advanced Monster Studies (the most difficult class at the academy) with flying colors, she knew that was the most obvious way to avoid any danger.


      That being said, it would be wrong to say Melsa faced no resistance when she’d taken the commanding position from the prideful students and knights. However, the intimidating aura Melsa gave as she issued her commands was one that everyone in high society was very familiar with. One glare from the Etiquette Demon, Duchess Hilda Sullivan, was enough to make any noble throw their pride completely aside. None could possibly disobey her.


      “I-I see...” Even the king, who saw the glimmer of the Etiquette Demon’s eyes in Melsa’s own, recoiled a bit in fear.


      “Gasp... Wheeze... Y-Your Majesty! A-Are you...all right? Wait... What happened here?!” The knights who had chased after the king arrived one after another, and their eyes all widened upon seeing the campgrounds...with utmost admiration, even. The duty they all thought they’d have to carry out immediately (preparing everyone to evacuate) had already been taken care of before they’d even gotten there.


      Then...


      “We’re baaack!”


      “Meooow!”


      Out came Emma and the twins upon Kongming’s back, then Francesca and Marion, followed by George carrying William under his arm, and Leonard, Arven, and the Monster Studies professor who was taking up the rear guard. All the hunters and knights were visibly relieved that they’d managed to get through that situation without a single person missing.


      “Wow, way to go, mother! You really cleaned this place up!” After seeing the empty camp, William figured out the situation faster than the knights who’d arrived before him.


      “Y-Y-Young ladies! Get in the carriage, no— What is that thing?!” the Simmons guardian, who had been waiting on pins and needles for them to arrive, shrieked upon seeing the twins.


      “We don’t really need to hurry, right, Caitlyn?”


      “We don’t really need to hurry, Catherine! Huh?”


      The twins tilted their heads in confusion at their guardian’s displeasure when he saw them riding atop Kongming. He was deathly pale.


      “I-I-I-It’s a monster!” The guardian’s eyes were glued onto Kongming as he pointed at the creature, hands shaking like a leaf.


      “No, it’s just our cat.” Emma had gone through this situation so many times that day that she was getting a little tired of it. She stopped giving details and just cut straight to the point: It’s not a monster, it’s a cat.


      “Mrooowr!” Kongming politely meowed after Emma’s introduction.


      “Ah! It meowed too! It really is a cat! No, but it can’t be! It’s too big! But it did meow, so... Huh?” It wasn’t just the Simmons’ guardian who had that reaction. All the knights and hunters who’d remained were also in a tizzy. Meanwhile, all the knights and hunters who had gone into the forest could only give them pitying looks, knowing exactly where they were coming from.


      “Myah...” Even though she was the cause of everyone’s panic, Kongming ignored the guardians and knights and hunters and loafed on the ground to make it easier for the twins and Emma to climb off of her back.


      “Wow, what a perfect little loaf! So then...that means...it really is a cat? No! It can’t be! It’s too big! Cats aren’t that big!” Because Emma was too exhausted to give more than a perfunctory explanation, the poor Simmons guardian couldn’t bring himself to get any closer to the massive cat-beast.


      “Alley-oop!”


      “Hup!”


      Emma and the twins seemed to not be all that bothered by the others’ internal conflicts as they all lowered themselves off of Kongming, with George, Marion, and Francesca each extending a hand to help them down.


      “Thanks, George!”


      “Hee hee, thank you very much, Lady Francesca!”


      “Hee hee, thank you very much, Lady Marion!”


      “L-Lady Francesca!” The twins’ gracious voices were drowned out by the Delacour guardian’s, because helping the twins down meant Francesca had gotten close to Kongming. The Delacour guardian felt she had to get Francesca away from the beast everyone called a cat no matter what it took. However, Francesca was approaching it of her own volition, so all the guardian could do was scream in response.


      “Huh? It’s quite all right. Kongming is a cat, just as Lady Emma said, so it’s perfectly okay.”


      “No, no it isn’t! There’s no way it is! Please, open your eyes, milady! A cat can’t possibly carry three whole girls on its back!”


      “You’re such a worrywart sometimes...” Francesca, having no other choice, left Kongming’s side to go comfort her poor guardian.


      Behind Francesca, however...


      “Hey, let go! We can walk just fine, right, Caitlyn?!”


      “Hey, let go! We can walk just fine, Catherine!”


      The Simmons guardian picked up the twins under both his arms and was carrying them away.


      “You are getting in the carriage, and now! Now, I say! We’re going home! We need to get away from this place as soon as possible!” Away from this beast they’re calling a cat and this camp where monsters could appear any second! he thought.


      “Wait, we haven’t said our goodbyes yet, Caitlyn!”


      “Wait, we haven’t said our goodbyes yet, Catherine!”


      The twins kicked and twisted to try and get out of their guardian’s arms to no avail.


      “If they’re still alive, you can see them at school! If they’re still alive!”


      “Ugh, what is your problem?!” the twins cried as they were forced into their carriage, which then disappeared at the speed of light.


      “I-I... Can’t I say my goodbyes at least?”


      “Lady Francesca, do you not see the beast before you?!”


      “Kongming’s just a cat...”


      “Just get in the carriage!” The door slammed shut, and the guardian shouted, “Get us out of here! Now!” After Francesca was practically thrown into the carriage, the Delacour carriage too disappeared at the speed of light.


      “Whoa, look at ’em go... They really keep those noblewomen extra safe, huh?” George remarked, impressed by how quickly they’d retrieved the girls and retreated before anyone could get a word in edgewise.


      “I did tell them you were just a cat, right?”


      “Mrowr!”


      Emma couldn’t understand why they wouldn’t believe her as she pet Kongming’s soft fur, waving one hand as the Simmons and Delacour carriages disappeared into the distance.
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      “Oh! What about you, Lady Marion? Don’t you need to hurry home?” William realized, hoping the girl next to him would be all right.


      “Hmm? Oh, we had several knights onboard our carriage. We’ll be going home together once they’ve assessed the situation here.” While Marion gave a casual response with a smile, her brother, Arthur, wished they could have just packed Marion onto a carriage the way they did with Francesca.


      “Wow... You know, I thought we had it bad enough, but I guess noblewomen everywhere have to deal with that kind of overprotectiveness...”


      Arthur spit in disbelief as William mused on the guardians’ frantic work to get the girls to safety. “Yeah, uh, no. I’m just gonna say this, but uh...that’s a normal reaction.” The Stewart family were the odd ones out here. Obviously, everyone here cared deeply for their families. Arthur laughed awkwardly because he felt they were the exact opposite of overprotective. Normal noble families would tell their children to stay away from danger, but the Stewart family looked at danger with interest and excitement. They’d think they could avoid danger through brute strength alone. As an older brother, and a knight caring for the second-born prince, Arthur understood the Simmons’ and Delacours’ guardians all too well. But when he saw Emma’s smile, it made him wish he could be more like the Stewarts.


      “Your Majesty, you should hurry too.”


      “O-Oh, yeah. I should.”


      Melsa hurried the king along. While the king felt there was a kind of icy hostility in her eyes, he still earnestly made his way to the royal carriage.


      “We should go too, Your Highness.”


      “Y-Yeah. You’re right, we...?!” While Edward agreed with Arthur and began following the king to the royal carriage, the thought of heading home meant he would be separated from Emma, which made him stop in his tracks. “Emma, I... What the—?!” He’d turned around to give one last goodbye, but he froze upon seeing what was behind him.


      “Your Highness? Is something the matter?” Arthur inquired with a quizzical look.


      “What...is that?” The prince’s gaze wasn’t on Emma, who he’d been intending to talk to, but further back into the forest. There, a massive pillar of fire was rising to the sky.


      “What?! A fire?! It’s burning the forest! Y-Your Highness, we need to go!” Arthur’s smile turned to seriousness in a split second.


      “What is that?!”


      “Leonard, what is that?!”


      Leonard and Arven both noticed the change in the forest and intuitively told everyone to run.


      “The fire’s going quick! Everyone, to the carriage!”


      The pillar of fire rising high into the sky was burning tree after tree, moving through the forest. Even if the entire forest had been doused in gasoline, there was no way it could have spread that quickly. By the time the temperature quickly rose from the heat of the flames, the camp was already surrounded by them. It was too late before they’d even had time to react. They hadn’t had time to run.


      “What?!”


      “Hold up! Huh?! Huuuh?!”


      “Myah?!”


      The pillar that started the fire deep in the forest was steadily encroaching on the camp. In only a split second after they felt the relief of getting out of the forest, another disaster had come to the family.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “What’s going on?! There shouldn’t be anything flammable here!” The campgrounds before the forest had been perfectly paved over without a single blade of grass left, yet the encroaching flames showed no signs of slowing down. Just as the knight had shouted, there wasn’t anything that looked flammable at camp, and the fire spread even over the sandy soil.


      “Th-This is from a monster!” The Skyte hunters looked visibly flustered. If they didn’t figure something out, they would all be consumed by the flames.


      “We don’t have any dousing blankets!”


      “We’re gonna get burned to a crisp!”


      Monster fire didn’t need any flammable materials to burn. Hunters had to use dousing blankets—special blankets made to resist monster flames—any time they were up against a monster that could control fire. These blankets were made by tanning the hides of a water monster, and were a necessity for any hunter on the border. Once the fire reached their feet, there’d be nowhere left to run—even the most adept hunter couldn’t learn to float. That was when the hunters would set down a dousing cloth to secure a path for themselves. Unfortunately, there weren’t many monsters in Skyte where one would need a dousing blanket, and while they had some in storage, they weren’t the sorts of things hunters carried with them all the time.


      “Dammit... If only we had a dousing blanket...” They were already surrounded with nowhere to run. It was only a matter of time before the place they were standing would be fully engulfed too. The Skyte hunters truly regretted that they didn’t always carry dousing blankets with them. If they had been prepared, they could have at least gotten the king and the prince safe from the monsters’ flames. But now, it was too late. The Skyte lord, the hunters, and the Monster Studies and Hunting Techniques teachers had all resigned themselves to their fates. All the most important experiences, knowledge, and intuition they’d built up in their fights against monsters told them that this was the end.


      “Hmm? Why’s the fire...?” The Monster Studies instructor’s eyes widened. While the fire had been pressing forward with no end in sight, the spread had slowed significantly once it had surrounded them. Normally, that might have been a ray of hope.


      Unfortunately...


      “Dammit... I hoped it would at least be quick and painless...” The Skyte lord tore at his hair. Even a veteran like him couldn’t maintain his cool in front of a wall of flames growing steadily closer and closer. They had no way out, so he’d hoped it would be over fast.


      “Hey, the fire’s slowing down, huh?” While the Skyte lord screamed in despair, George sounded practically chipper as he noticed the fire slowing. The Skyte lord could only look upon the young George with sadness, as the situation really hadn’t gotten any better. However little experience the young man might have had, the Skyte lord couldn’t help thinking that he would have made a magnificent hunter if he weren’t going to die here.


      “Hey, it’s gonna be okay!” The Skyte lord felt a hand on his shoulder.


      “Count Stewart...?”


      He’d almost forgotten. Count Stewart was there. He looked up at the expert monster hunter, one of the few who was even greater than the Skyte lord himself. He was the ruler of the Pallas region: the widest monster-infested border area in the whole kingdom. It wouldn’t have been all that odd for him to be carrying a dousing blanket. In fact, as the lord of the most prosperous land in the kingdom, it wouldn’t be completely out of the realm of possibility that he might have a large enough dousing blanket to get the king, prince, and even the children to safety. The Skyte lord turned around, his expression filled with hope.


      “...What.” Unfortunately, what the count was holding in his hand was not the dousing blanket he was dying to see. Come to think of it, the count had carried incredibly light armaments during the hunt, so he likely couldn’t have had a dousing blanket on him. Yet there he was, with a smug expression for...some reason. “Uh. Er... What is that?”


      It was a thin, fragile, silver rod. It wasn’t even long enough to be a weapon. The count was just holding a thin rod in his powerful hand.


      “Not to worry, my friend. I never leave home without these!”


      “You sure don’t!”


      “Huh?”


      “Exactly!”


      When the count turned around, his family was right there. His wife pulled another silver rod from her done-up hair (it looked pretty sick). The three siblings also pulled silver rods from somewhere or another and grinned. His little brother, the acting lord of Pallas, didn’t seem to understand what exactly the count was getting at, but he also pulled a silver rod from the pouch on his belt.


      “Wait... Is that a magic tool of some kind?!” There were no mages in the kingdom. Everyone knew that. But the Stewart family was the most affluent family in the land. It wouldn’t have been all that odd for them all to have a highly priced and highly prized tool each. After all, the Stewart family was rich enough that their taxes could even be considered the linchpin of the national budget.
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      “Uh, what? No, these aren’t magic tools. I can’t afford something like that. These are just regular, run-of-the-mill crochet hooks.” The count dashed the hopeful Skyte lord’s dreams in an instant. Come to think of it, the rod the count had in his hand did indeed have a curve to it at the end that would be perfect for yarncraft.


      “Um. A crochet hook?”


      “That’s right! You can’t do lacework without it!” The count stroked the hook lovingly.


      What use is a crochet hook when we’re surrounded by flames?!


      “Huh?”


      “What?”


      The Skyte lord wasn’t the only one looking wide-eyed with hope at the Stewart family. The hunters and knights overhearing this conversation along with the prince and the king were all left dumbfounded as to why a crochet hook would matter.


      “Heh heh heh...” The Stewart family all grew creepy little grins as they held their hooks up. “It’s because we’re going to crochet.” The count thumped his chest as if to say, Just leave it to us!, speaking as the representative of the family.


      Or like some kind of gorilla.


      “What are you even... Oh.” The Skyte lord couldn’t understand this nonsense, and just as he was about to fire off some snappy comment, he realized...based on who they had, what they had, and what was happening...the count had clearly lost his mind. They’d already passed the point of no return. Without a dousing blanket, there was no way to fight back. No matter how experienced a hunter you were, there was no way to fight against fire like this. It was over. The Stewarts had fought more monsters than anyone else there, so they must have lost all hope in an instant. How could any of the group blame the Stewarts after trying themselves to escape from the facts with the hope that the Stewarts’ experience would be enough to save them?


      “So this really is the end...” The last of the Skyte lord’s hopes had been crushed.


      Just as the Skyte lord had gone silent in hopelessness, Emma reached to lift her skirt, thinking time was money at that point. “All righty, Violet, you’re... Eek!”


      “Don’t even think about it, sis!” William panicked and stopped his sister before she could lift it.


      “Huh? But Violet needs...”


      “Okay, listen to me.” He then softened into a whisper. “Everyone’s gonna find out you’ve got a giant spider under your skirt!” William warned as he forced her skirt back down.


      “Is that so wrong? I’m not gonna roll it up so far that everyone sees my underwear...” Unfortunately, Emma didn’t seem to see the problem.


      “Absolutely not!” William forced his sister to sit and lowered his voice again. “Sorry, Violet. Could we get some of your web? The kind that doesn’t burn in monster fire?”


      No matter what world one was in, a noblewoman should never be seen with a spider hiding up her skirt. William wasn’t about to risk causing even more of a scene while people were already panicked with the fire. He was well aware that the only ones who would have found Violet cute were his family and his family alone. Kongming showing up had caused enough of a scene. If people saw a massive spider like Violet, spider haters might even just throw themselves into the fire just to get away from her.


      “Oh... Ooooh! I get it now!” After seeing William sit Emma down in most of their blind spots to ask Violet for webbing, Arven finally understood what the plan was and he too bent down.


      “All right! Let’s do this thing!”


      “What kind of pattern are we thinking?”


      “Something we can make fast, right?”


      Leonard, George, and Melsa also sat around Emma.


      “Mrooowr!” Kongming said, then wrapped her body around the sitting family.


      “Oh! Kongming says a fish pattern would be nice.”


      “Sounds good! Let’s do it!”


      The moment Leonard gave the order, the whole family’s expressions changed.


      Nyoooooom!


      The family had all sat down with their backs facing the rest of the group, and the giant cat was curled around them to block their vision even more, so the group couldn’t get the full picture of what was going on, but the family’s hands all started moving at breakneck speed.


      “Oh!” While the king, prince, knights, and hunters were all looking agape, Marion happened to recognize that movement. “They’re...doing needlework?” The way their hands moved too fast to be tracked by the naked eye reminded Marion of her Embroidery classes.


      “What?! Why?!” Everyone caught on to Marion’s whisper. Why in the world would a bunch of people start crocheting when the forest before them, the majority of the campgrounds, and their escape route were covered in flames?!


      “All done!” They didn’t even have time to ask before Emma announced she’d finished hers.


      “Huh?” Even making a little coaster would have taken longer than that.


      “Huh? George! That’s a dolphin!” William’s voice came from inside the family circle.


      “Uh, yeah? We’re doing fish, right?”


      “Dolphins are mammals! Ugh... Agh, and you’ve got a whale on there too... We were supposed to all be doing fish...”


      “Myaah!”


      “George...” The whole family all looked at the family heir with pity.


      “What? But I just... Hey, Emma put goosefish on there! Like, who would pick goosefish when they’re doing fish patterns?!”


      “Uh, ’cause goosefish are really tasty in hot pot! Ugh, I would love to have goosefish sometime...”


      “Just don’t go telling Joshua that, sis. He’ll wind up trying to go deep-sea diving for you.”


      If there weren’t a crisis, the conversation might have just looked like a heartwarming family chat. Unfortunately, they were in crisis.


      The king, the prince, the knights, and the hunters were all at a standstill, not knowing what to even do before this family. Had the whole Stewart family gone mad in the face of these flames? They’d come to the same conclusion as the Skyte lord, but it still didn’t quite sit right with them. Even their way of going mad was...mad. Surely, someone’s madness couldn’t be that mad, right?


      “C’mon, you all. We don’t have much time! Let’s spread it out now!” Even the cool and composed madam of the family had succumbed.


      “Wow... I haven’t gotten to see your work in a long time, but you’ve all gotten really good, huh?” Even the bundle of wisdom Professor Arven was lost.


      “Emma, your Papa did a deep-sea fish too! Great minds, huh?” Even the gorill—the burly Count Stewart had broken.


      “Wow, you made an oarfish, father! It’s so cool!” Even the promising future hunter George...


      Every last one of them had gone mad.


      “Ready? Here goes!”


      Yet after everyone saw the work of art spreading before their eyes at Emma’s command, all those thoughts went away.


      “What?!”


      Beautiful purple crocheted lace made an arc in the air. As it fluttered to the ground, it looked to be about fifty by fifty meters.


      Just to reiterate—it was about fifty by fifty meters.


      “Huuuuuh?!”


      It hadn’t even been five minutes since the family sat down to work.


      “Hey, guys! The fire’s getting closer! Get on top of the lace!” William waved everyone over. Even if the spread of the flames had gotten slower, the fire was still steadily approaching. However, the lace they’d just seen honestly made them stop caring about that altogether.


      “Er... Count Stewart? What is this?” The Skyte lord pointed at the purple fish-patterned lace blanket (which was enormous and the kind of quality that could serve as a national treasure) spread out on the ground.


      “Oh! It’s an impromptu dousing blanket. We made it with a special kind of thread, so the fire shouldn’t be able to get through it. I think.” Count Stewart gave a thumbs up. His family behind him all nodded in agreement.


      “Um. What?” Those were the only words anyone else could even think to say.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 96: The Monster They Never Wanted to Meet


      “What’re you all spacing out for? Get on the lace if you don’t wanna get burned!”


      The flames were steadily encroaching on the camp. It was so close that the heat felt like it might scorch their skin, yet everyone was standing stock-still in front of the lace despite William pressuring them to get on.


      “The more I look at it...”


      “Nngh...”


      “You...want us to step on this?”


      The family hadn’t even taken five minutes to make the lace, yet even those who weren’t familiar with the trade could tell there was something special about it. It was beautiful enough to hang in a museum. No, it should have been given to the royal family to keep as a national treasure. The glittering purple strands were already beautiful enough, but it was perfectly balanced even at fifty square meters. But most important was the gorgeous patterns stitched into it. The border was made of one long oarfish surrounding several species of fish on the inside. It was a stunningly lifelike scene, the likes of which they’d never seen before. They’d had no idea lace could even be made in such complicated patterns.


      “Er... William? I’d feel terrible dirtying this with...” Even the king hesitated to step on such beautiful lace. It made sense, given that his shoes were particularly dirty from when he was going all hoo-ha in his berserk state.


      “What?! Now’s not the time to worry about that!” George hurried them even more. The flames were already right at the king’s back.


      “B-But...” The lacework really did just have an aura that made people want to keep it pristine.


      “It’s fiiine! All it takes is a little water to clean off Violet’s threads!” Emma said with a smile as she ran up and grabbed the king’s hand.


      “Mmngh... But, I... Emma!”


      Emma generously offered to wash it and let the king have it afterward if he liked it so much, then pulled him onto the blanket. After she’d gotten the king on, she held out her hand to Prince Edward. “You’re coming too, Your Highness!”


      “Huh? Agh!” Just as Edward thought he should probably wipe any sweat off his hand before he took Emma’s, Leonard suddenly appeared and lifted him up. “C-Count Stewart?!”


      “Nobody’s allowed to touch my daughter’s hand, Your Highness.”


      “That’s right. Even the royal family needs to follow our family’s ironclad rules.”


      Both the terrifying Leonard and his younger brother Arven, who was drawing closer in agreement with his older brother, menaced the prince. Even in the midst of flames, the daughter-doter and the niece-brained uncle were the same as ever.


      “Heh. Looks like your luck’s run out, Your Highness.”


      “Don’t be rude, Arthur.”


      Arthur, the prince’s bodyguard, and his little sister, Marion, both stepped onto the lace.


      “H-Hey...”


      “Y-Yeah... Let’s go.”


      “Nngh...”


      After seeing the king, whose shoes were definitely the dirtiest, step onto the cloth, the knights and hunters finally stepped onto the lace as well, hesitant though they still were. They trusted that the lace really wouldn’t burn and that it was washable.


      “Oh... This might not be good.” Once they’d confirmed everyone was on the blanket, William looked up at his mother. He was a bit nervous.


      “You’re right...” Melsa nodded, then asked her brother-in-law what he thought.


      “Yeah, it...doesn’t look good.” In utter contrast to when he was talking to the prince, Arven now was looking a bit worried. While they’d managed to secure a place for everyone to stand at minimum, they were still essentially trapped by the fire. Even with the whole Stewart family and the Skyte hunters, they hadn’t managed to find a way out because the fire had encroached on them so quickly.


      “Yeah... What to do...” Even the Pallas lord Leonard wasn’t able to look at this optimistically after seeing the three’s expressions. Arven, Melsa, and William were the brains of the Stewart family, and none of them looked hopeful.


      “I don’t know of any monster that has this kind of...extraordinary firepower...” William’s voice trembled. He’d memorized almost every monster that existed. There were plenty of monsters that could produce fire, but he couldn’t recall any that could keep such ridiculous firepower going for so long.


      “I know. This is the first time I’ve heard of a monster capable of burning an entire forest and campground like this.” Melsa wrapped her arms around William’s shoulders and looked up at the towering pillar of flame. In the spaces between the flames, they could all see the massive pillar rising higher than even the trees of the forest. It must have been the source of all of this. The fact that it was heading directly toward them meant the monster was targeting them, but if they had no information about it, they couldn’t fight back. They really hoped they could figure out what it was before it got to them.


      “You don’t know, huh...” Emma started firing theories off one right after another from her mental monster library as William shook his head. “Hmm... What if it’s like, a thousand salamanders that got bit by a mad rat or something? Could that be it?” Perhaps a large number of fire monsters bitten by mad rats could have increased the firepower.


      “If you don’t know it, then...maybe it’s a new type altogether?” If William didn’t know a monster, then nobody would know it. In which case, George theorized that it could have been a new kind of monster that nobody had ever seen before.


      “No, even a thousand salamanders going all ‘hoo-ha’ from mad rats wouldn’t be enough for this kind of firepower. It’d be hard for any monster to engulf a whole forest in a split second. And if a new monster showed up that could do this much destruction...” It would be enough to destroy the whole country. William swallowed his words, unable to speak them in front of the king. There was nothing worse for a hunter than an unknown monster, especially if it had such exceptional power as this one seemed to.


      “I need to get back to the capital soon, but...it appears we’re in no place for that...” The king grimaced, seeing the Stewart family’s own grim expressions. The flames that seemed to be coming from some kind of mystery monster had already passed through the forest and burned away their escape route. They even saw the road to the capital in the distance flickering with flames. There’d been no time for them to escape between when the fire pillar appeared and them being surrounded, which meant that the flames would likely reach the capital before they did.


      “Yeah... We don’t even have time to think...” Arven wiped cold sweat from his brow as he looked toward the forest. The pillar had been closing in on them efficiently. It likely wouldn’t take much longer for it to reach them.


      “It’s a real cowardly creature to make a preemptive strike without even showing itself,” the king complained, insisting the mystery monster treat them to a fair fight.


      “Uh... Monsters don’t exactly...” Care about fair fights, William began to quip, but stopped himself quickly, realizing that it wouldn’t be good to smugly correct the king like that. That being said, he did think for a split second that it might have been better to finish the thought if they weren’t even going to get home alive. That was just how dangerous an unknown monster was.


      Just then...


      A knight suddenly broke out into a scream. “I-I’m on fire!” On the edge of the blanket, one of the knight’s arms was covered in flames.


      All the knights around him started trying to extinguish the flames, but their efforts were in vain. “Wh-Why won’t it go out?!”


      “I-It burns! Aah... Ahh... Aaaagh!” The knight began rolling around on the lace dousing blanket in agony.


      “This can’t be happening! It won’t even go out with water!”


      “What are we supposed to do?!”


      Even after splashing the writhing knight with water and wrapping him in the dousing blanket, even as their comrade was readying himself for certain death, the flames wouldn’t go out.


      “Why won’t the flames go out?! This is insane!” The flames mercilessly burned away the knight’s flesh, which grew red and blistered as the burns spread.


      “H-Help!” The knight stretched his burning hand up for help.


      “What’s the matter?”


      “The fire won’t go out?”


      “What in the world is with this fire?”


      Leonard, George, and Arven all tried to approach the burning knight to help, but nothing extinguished the flames. There was no way this was real. Nothing worked to fix it.


      “Myaaah!”


      “Ah, Kongming? What are you...doing?”


      Kongming, who had been in loaf-mode, got up and walked toward the burning knight, extended her paw, and...


      Squish.


      “Oh.”


      She squished him down with her paw.


      “No, Kongming! His arm’s burning!” George interjected as Kongming pushed her paw pads against the knight’s face.


      “Mrowr?” The poor knight, who had been rolling around in pain, must have lost consciousness when Kongming bapped him, as he wasn’t moving anymore.


      “I said... Wait, huh?”


      “George, look! The fire went out!” Emma, who had run up behind Kongming, tugged at George’s sleeve.


      “Huh? Why?” The stubborn flames had suddenly disappeared from his arm.


      “Myah!” Kongming said proudly.


      “Wow, Kongming! You’re amazing!”


      “Mroooowr!”


      “All right, let’s get some first aid on him! C’mere, William!” George had William come over to inspect the wounds. They might have been able to figure out what kind of monster it was from the wounds it left.


      William got a first aid kit from the hunters and looked over the unconscious knight’s burns. He’d worked very hard to learn first aid since the slime incident. “Wait... Mother, Uncle Arven! Come look! The fire...” William called. Once the two of them saw the knight’s arm, their expressions changed drastically.


      “It can’t be... How?”


      “We’re on the southern continent!”


      The three brains of the Stewart family all looked frightfully astonished. They looked at the telltale wounds left on the knight’s arm, yet none of them wanted to believe it as they shook their heads.


      “But this says it all...” The knight’s arm was horribly burned from the palm of his hand all the way up, and yet...


      “Oh... His clothes didn’t burn...” Though she wasn’t among the brightest brains of the Stewart family, Emma realized it for once. Despite all those burns, the knight’s clothes hadn’t burned at all. There wasn’t a single trace of the fire on the clothes.


      “Arven? There are rainbow raccoons in this forest, aren’t there?” Melsa’s voice was trembling.


      “Y-Yes. What’s more, we ran into them...and I failed to take down one from their herd.”


      Melsa took note of how many people were on the lace, then looked back at the fire and put a hand to her forehead. There were far too many of them.


      “Huh? What’s up? Is that bad?” George asked William, watching his mother and uncle dismaying. Unfortunately, William was also in dismay.


      “But those are supposed to only be on the northern continent!” William shook his head, refusing to give up and ignoring his brother’s question. “There’s no way they could be here! Not on this continent! They can’t be! There are rainbow raccoons here! If they’re together, then there’s no way out of this!” William clenched his teeth, muttering to himself as he desperately tried to deny the truth he’d realized in his brain.


      “But we’ve seen something like this before, right, William? I mean, with all the evidence we got from it, we’ve got no choice to admit it could happen,” Emma said, telling her little brother to ready himself as she pet him on the head. “Owatas weren’t supposed to be in the Eastern Empire either, remember?”


      “But sis...that means we have to fight that thing, doesn’t it?!” William shouted. “It’s a fire fox, for Pete’s sake!” After learning what kind of monster it was, William didn’t feel any better. In fact, he felt far worse.


      “It sure does. Don’t chicken out on us, William.” Emma smacked him on the back. No matter what happened, one had to keep their wits about them because a fire fox’s flames were drawn out by fear.


      “But that’s impossible! How could a fire fox be here?!” The Skyte lord couldn’t believe his ears when he overheard William. There was no precedent for fire foxes appearing in the kingdom. They were monsters one would only ever learn about in Advanced Monster Studies, even. Hardly anyone in the kingdom knew they existed. It was already surprising enough that William knew about them, but to hear that there was one here beleaguered belief. It was absolutely ridiculous to even insinuate that a fire fox could be in the kingdom.


      “Look at this burn, Professor Wolfgang. Fire foxes are the only fire monsters out there whose fire only burns skin, right?” William looked up at the Monster Studies instructor when he heard the Skyte lord’s skepticism.


      “Erm... I mean, a fire fox wouldn’t be... I mean, it can’t... But wait!” The moment he saw the burns, he turned to the Hunting Techniques instructor in alarm. “This...really is a fire fox’s burns...”


      The Hunting Techniques instructor looked at the burns, and he too agreed.


      “What are we going to do...?”


      The most important thing in a monster hunt was determining which monsters you were up against. Yet even after they’d managed that, the instructors looked as grim as ever.


      “This is most unfortunate...” The Monster Studies professor grimaced sympathetically at the knight, who was squirming under the pain of his burns. There was no way to treat these kinds of burns. Cooling, medicine, not even giving the burns time would be enough to heal fire fox burns. The knight would have to choose to either suffer his burns for the rest of his life or cut his arm off...that was, if they could all find a way out of the pickle they’d found themselves in.


      “Mrooowr!”


      “Really? Not now?” Emma had gone to lift her skirt and ask Violet to tend to the wounds, but Kongming stopped her.


      “Mrowr.” (Even Violet’s web can’t heal him.) Kongming shook her head.


      Violet skittered under Emma’s skirt, insisting she couldn’t fix it either.


      Both the cat and the spider told her this was far different from the slime wounds she’d sustained.


      “Myah myah!”


      Skitter skitter!


      “You can’t heal this from the outside? Uh... What does that mean?” Emma couldn’t understand what her beloved cat or beloved spider were saying.


      “Why?! Why did it have to be you?!” Suddenly, one of the knights tending to the burned knight drove his fist into the ground. “He... He lost his brother in a house fire when he was younger...and now the flames have come for him!”


      The man who had been burned was especially terrified of fire due to his past, and the results were biting.


      “You can’t fear the fire.” Melsa placed a hand on the weeping knight’s shoulder. Then, she raised her voice so all could hear. “I need you all to listen well. Fire foxes’ flames ignite the fear in your hearts.”


      Making sure everyone knew all the facts was another ironclad rule when up against monsters. It didn’t matter whether the information was immediately helpful or not, everyone needed to know it. This was to help avoid anyone accidentally exacerbating the situation, and also in the off chance that, like during the localized barrier crisis, someone could possibly find a solution.


      “It...ignites the fear in our hearts?” The king repeated the information. He couldn’t comprehend how it could ignite something invisible like fear.


      “That’s correct. So to all of you, I ask that you stay strong. Think happy thoughts. That’s the only way we can get out of this awful predicament,” Arven responded to the king, and to everyone. No matter how absurd it sounded, it was the only way any of them were getting out of this alive.


      “You’re telling us...not to be afraid? At a time like this?” Arthur asked, worried whether that was even possible. It wasn’t just trained knights and hunters in danger, but his little sister, Lady Emma, Lady Melsa, and William.


      “That’s right. You have to think of something else. Something that can’t frighten you.” Arven gave no alternatives or shortcuts.


      “That’s...gonna be pretty tough.” Arthur gave a strained smile as he looked around. They were surrounded by flames as far as they could see. Even without seeing any monsters, they were in as much danger as one would be on the hunting ground. They could tell everyone to forget the flames as much as they wanted, but it was way easier said than done. Thinking back, the one silver lining on this was that Lady Francesca and the twins’ guardians had been quick enough to get them out of here before all of this happened. This wasn’t the sort of thing a delicate noble lady could have handled. His sister, Marion, seemed a bit nervous, but hardly unable to pull herself together. She made him proud.


      But what about Emma?


      Well, Emma was buried in heavenly giant cat chest fur. Maybe it was because she was raised in a place as filled with monsters as Pallas, but she seemed far calmer than a young noblewoman of thirteen.


      If the girls could be this calm, then Arthur would have to pull himself together and quit whining too. While there was no small number of knights looking worried at the Skyte lord and hunters’ dismay, they all gritted their teeth and got a grip on themselves like Arthur. A knight couldn’t show weakness when they had young ladies to protect.


      After a long silence, the king finally spoke up. “So, how do we beat that thing, then?” The pillar of fire they believed hid the fire fox itself had gotten close enough for the king to be able to signal to it with his eyes as he asked. The king’s voice was calm, yet powerful and aggressive, filled with the dignity and majesty only a king could have in this scenario.


      Despite the king’s confidence, the Monster Studies instructor cast his eyes away from the king’s gaze. “Your Majesty... There’s only one way we’ve found to defeat a fire fox.”


      “Ah, so there is one, then! What might it be?” The king lit up when he heard there was a way to defeat the fire fox, unlike when they’d encountered the slimes. However, William, Arven, and Melsa all seemed even more downtrodden when they’d heard they only had one option, because the only way a fire fox had ever been defeated was...


      “You have to use magic.”


      “What?”


      “You have to use magic to take away all your fear.”


      On the northern continent, fire foxes were the most dangerous monsters, on par with slimes in their ability to destroy entire countries. One of the biggest reasons the Western Empire was able to maintain itself on the northern continent was because it had mages. Countering fire fox attacks was one large reason the Western Empire gathered as many mages as it could from other countries, even threatening violence if it had to.


      Without fear, fire foxes weren’t a threat at all. Yet there wasn’t a human alive who didn’t feel fear...unless one used magic. The one method of defeating a fire fox was one that the kingdom couldn’t even use, as it had no mages to work with.


      “Does that mean...we have no means of defeating it here?” Prince Edward let slip after the Monster Studies instructor spoke. To defeat a monster, one had to follow the exact methods that had been previously concocted through knowledge and experience. The prince knew the fear of not having a proper method painfully well after that localized barrier crisis.


      “Oh, it’ll all be fine! Pull yourself together, Edward. This is grand news!” The king smacked the prince—who couldn’t hide the utter shock on his face—right on the back, then smiled right at him.


      “Um... What do you mean?”


      “You heard them, didn’t you? We can beat it as long as we’re not afraid! Who needs magic when we can just brute force it?! Lest you forget, all the knights and hunters here are the pride of our kingdom! They’re the elite of the elite! And no knights or hunters of my country would balk in the face of a monster like this!” the king lauded, his voice brimming with confidence. Then he smiled. As long as he believed in himself, his knights, and his hunters, then their victory was assured.


      “Y-Yeah... He’s right, huh?”


      “Y-Yeah... As long as nobody else has any fire trauma, we shouldn’t be all that bothered, right?”


      “I guess it’s time to show that we haven’t just been training our muscles all this time!”


      The knights and hunters of the kingdom didn’t have to rely on magic. They had perfectly honed bodies and minds. Unlike the cowardly people of the Western Empire, we won’t become prisoners of our own fear! The king’s words had given the knights a spark of hope. Though the circumstances hadn’t changed at all, the king’s powerful and regal speech changed the mood altogether.


      “Your Majesty...” Edward looked up at the strong king, the man he called his father. Everyone had steeled themselves to fight their own fears and now had life in their faces once more. Fear was a fight against one’s own self, and everyone now believed the very same thing: They were going to get out of this alive.


      But then...


      “Agh!”


      It hadn’t taken long for all the rallied troops to lose their cool again, as the fire fox’s attack had now reached its next phase.


      “Be careful, everyone! The monster’s coming!”


      Before they knew it, the fire pillar that they’d seen from afar was now right before them, blazing with a loud roar. It made all present realize that the real fight against the monster hadn’t even begun.


      Finally, the fire fox showed itself, and it was so much larger than expected that the king’s encouragement felt laughable.


      “Wh... It’s huge!” The Skyte lord shouted. The monster was inside the fire pillar. Its head loomed above the trees in the forest. It was larger than any monster the lord had seen before. It was even three times larger than the Stewart family’s massive cat.


      “Wh-What is that thing?!”


      “How are we supposed to defeat that?”


      “Eek...!”


      The worries the Skyte lord felt spread through his hunters. After all, the monsters they’d faced in the Skyte region had all been quite small, all things considered.


      “This is crazy... It’s way too big!” But even William, who had been born and raised in Pallas, where large-scale monsters were a regular occurrence, was shocked by the fox’s appearance. He’d never heard of anything like this. None of the things he’d read about fire foxes ever mentioned it being big enough to make a person crane their neck.


      “Is that really a fire fox?”


      “Something’s wrong...” Arven and Melsa, who had read through the same books William had, could hardly believe their eyes either. The moment a monster appeared, they were fully on hunting grounds. Whether something unexpected happened or not, monsters wouldn’t wait for them to respond.


      The moment the fire fox spotted the humans, its eyes glimmered and it slowly raised its chin.


      “It’s entering attack mode! And that means...we have to deal with fire breath from something that huge?! What?! Huh?! There’s nowhere to run!” William shouted as he watched the fire fox’s movements.


      Fire breath was the kind of move well-known both in this world and in their previous life. It was a simple attack that nearly every fire-type monster had. It was just blowing fire. However, based on this fire fox’s size, even just blowing fire was likely to cover a massive area and be horrifyingly destructive. Since they were trapped on the dousing blanket, there was nowhere for them to dodge the blast.


      “Aaaagh! What are we gonna do?!” William shrieked.


      Fire foxes were the type of monster that preferred slowly cornering humans by attacking from a distance. The Stewarts had made a dowsing blanket large enough for them to run around on, but that only held up for fire foxes of normal size. Unlike other fire-type monsters, fire fox flames were ignited by fear. Logically, as long as someone wasn’t afraid, they could survive any number of attacks by one.


      “But that’s...impossible...” William slowly backed away. A fire breath from that high up was sure to engulf everything. The books he’d read said that if one were exposed to those flames, it would be just as hot as fire breath from any other fire-type monster. How many people could say they wouldn’t be afraid of getting hurt?!


      “Here it comes!” George shouted.


      “Everyone, try to think of something fun! Anything! No matter how many flames are around us, just think of fun times!” Arven raised his voice. If they couldn’t avoid the blast, then that was all they could do. Just think of happy times. It wasn’t the sort of thing just anyone could do, but if they didn’t, the flames would ignite on their skin and burn without mercy.


      “Myah!”


      The only one who was able to respond to the fire breath was Kongming. Before the flames reached them, she shielded her family with her own body. However, it was only her beloved family she protected. When the fire fox’s attack had subsided, the world around them had become a hellish landscape.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Kongming! Your back! Your back!” William shouted after the fire fox’s attack had subsided.


      “Mrowr?” Unfortunately, Kongming simply tilted her head in confusion.


      “Ohhh... Your little head tilt is so cute, Kongming... Wait, no! That’s not what’s important! Your back is on fire!” William couldn’t help squeeing over his giant cat’s adorable gesture, but it really wasn’t the time for all that. After shielding her family, Kongming’s whole back was burning brilliantly.


      “Myah?” Kongming turned her head at an angle (that would have been impossible for humans) to check her back, and then...


      “Myaaah...” She said contentedly.
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      “Huh? Wait, sis! Quit burying your face in her fur and translate already!” William begged his sister, the designated cat translator.


      Emma had been burying her face in Kongming’s fur during the attack. She regretfully lifted her head. “Are you all right, Kongming?”


      “Myah myaaah!”


      “Huh?”


      “Mrooowr.”


      “Oooh.”


      “Myah myah!”


      “Wow.”


      Emma was nodding along, seemingly deep in thought.


      “What’s Kongming saying, sis?” William pressed Emma impatiently.


      “Um... It’s like, it’s burning, but not?” Emma translated it exactly as she’d heard it, but she didn’t really know what it meant either.


      “Okay, so like a dream but not a dream kinda explanation...” If Emma couldn’t figure it out, then he wouldn’t have any luck. William gave up on that line of questioning.


      “Myaaaah mrowr mrow!”


      “Um... So like... It’s not hot and it doesn’t hurt?”


      “Myah!”


      “Yeah, but like...what does that mean?”


      “Um... I dunno?”


      Unfortunately, that was as much time as they were able to spend on Kongming’s explanation, as their reality was a lot more serious than all that.


      After the attack had ended, George stood up to look around him. His face went pale as he saw the area behind Kongming, and he ran toward everyone else. “Lady Marion! Lord Arthur!”


      Leonard did the same. “Your Majesty! Your Highness!”


      Even Melsa did. “Arven!”


      At William and Emma’s heights, they couldn’t see over Kongming. Unlike the Stewarts, who were all unharmed, the fire fox’s attack had caused serious injuries to the others. Marion’s right arm, Arthur’s left leg, Prince Edward’s side, and the king’s hair were all on fire. The knights, hunters, two instructors, and even Uncle Arven, who was well acquainted with hunting grounds, were also on fire. The family hadn’t realized it, as they’d been buried in their cat’s fluffy fur for so long, but the fire fox’s attack had gone on for some time. No matter how long someone thought happy thoughts to keep their fear at bay, being bathed in fire fox flames for that long would put anyone at their limit.


      “Nngh... I’d been able to think about something else...until about partway through...” Marion insisted she was okay to George when he ran to her side, but her face was twisted in pain as her right arm kept burning.


      “Yeah... It just kept going...” Arthur added, his left leg burning as well.


      “We need a status report...” The prince grimaced in pain at his burning side.


      The knights, hunters, and instructors all fell to their knees as they reported their injuries. Not a single one had escaped the flames. Everyone but the family had been injured in the attack.


      “Agh, I can’t believe this. I let my guard down,” the king said as he listened to the reports, his hair still on fire.


      The fire fox howled in delight at the destruction it had caused. If it reared up for a second attack, it was doubtful many of them would be able to withstand it.


      “Y-Your Majesty... I’m so sorry... I couldn’t protect your hair...” Arven looked up at the king, then hung his head in shame as his right leg burned.


      “Your Majesty!”


      “Your hair!”


      “Nngh!”


      The knights and hunters who looked up at the sound of Arven’s voice all ignored their own pain to worry about the king’s hair. Seeing the king’s black hair, the symbol of the royal family, burning away was a terrible shock to his vassals. Even if the fire fox had stopped its attack, its fire ignited by fear would never be extinguished. It was extremely difficult to not be afraid when one’s body was on fire. Seeing the king’s black hair on fire was enough to fan the flames of fear in his subjects more than anything. The quickest way to extinguish the flames was to lose consciousness.


      “K-Kongming! You gotta squish the king!” George called.


      “No need, George! I’m just fine like this,” the king hurriedly said to avoid Kongming’s powerful paw. “I-I have my duties to fulfill as king, y’know? I can’t rightfully be unconscious at a time like this...”


      “Yeah, but... Your Majesty...”


      While the king sounded like he was being responsible by avoiding the kitty bap, having seen the king in full-on hoo-ha! berserk mode made it all too obvious to George that the king really just didn’t want to sleep when things were getting good. Thing was, his hair was really on fire. Doesn’t that hurt, man? George couldn’t just pretend he didn’t see the king like this, so he kept trying to persuade him, but the king wouldn’t listen.


      “Not to worry, George! I’m not afraid of a monster like this. You won’t see any more fire on me!” The king pointed to his head, smiling with bewildering confidence.


      “But you’re already on fire, Your Majestyyy!”


      “It’s fine! Not a problem whatsoever! It’s the fox’s fault for taking so long with its attack anyway. I just got anxious with it taking so long, because if I’m late coming home...” According to the letter from the queen, the capital was in danger. He had to get home as soon as possible, because... “If I’m late...(Queen) Victoria’s gonna be mad at me... And the second that popped into my head... Agh!”


      The king was afraid the queen might get mad at him. As such, the moment he thought of Queen Victoria’s wrath again, the flames on his head grew even more intense.


      “Your Majesty, calm down! Happy thoughts! Think happy thoughts, Your Majesty!” Arven shouted in a panic as the king caught fire again. It didn’t matter if one was thinking about something relevant to the situation at hand; a single moment of fear was all it took. The more one lost their cool, the more they would fall right into the monster’s hands.


      “H-Happy thoughts? Right, something fun... Like Jadwi... Jadwi... Rose’s brea— Ahem. Jadwi... Jadwi...getting married...?” As the king thought of his beloved daughter, he absentmindedly looked toward George. Jadwiga had really taken a shine to George, and had even started saying she wanted to “mawwy Lord George one day.” Unfortunately, the king had to remember that detail right then. There was nothing more terrifying to a doting father than the thought of his daughter getting married. “Aaaagh! This really is hot!” The second the thought entered his head, the fire on the king’s head grew several times more intense.


      “What the hell are you doing?!” Arven couldn’t stop himself from shouting obscenities at this point. Why does this king always do the worst things at the worst times?! “Nngh... No, I can’t let myself get caught up in that... I need to calm down... I need to think happy thoughts...”


      Arven couldn’t start thinking about cursing at the king or who was responsible for the king’s injuries or anything right then. If he did, the fire on his leg would get far worse. Arven started concentrating all his thoughts on something happy.


      “Emma... Emma... Getting...married...? Aaaagh!”


      “U-Uncle Arven?! What happened?!”


      Arven had naturally thought of the least terrifying thing he possibly could: his beloved niece. That would have been fine, except when he’d heard the king say “married” earlier, it stuck with him, and he wound up saying it too. His darling little Emma getting married was far more terrifying to Arven than any monster, and even though the attack had subsided, his hair suddenly burst into flames just like the king’s.


      “Arven! What the hell are you doing?! How could you mess up like that?!” Arven’s older brother, Leonard, scolded. Even the slightest slipup on the battlefield could spell death. The fact that Arven was foolishly adding to the injuries in a life-or-death situation like this was enough to say he didn’t deserve to be a hunter anymore. Arven felt the shame of his mistake and apologized.


      “I-I’m so sorry, Leon— You’re on fire too!” Arven turned around to apologize to his brother only to rapid-fire shout a criticism outright again. Leonard was supposed to be uninjured since Kongming had protected him, yet his hair was just as on fire as the others.


      “You shouldn’t have talked about my baby Emma getting married!” Arven talking about Emma getting married was enough to do collateral damage on her ever-doting father Leonard too.
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      “What the hell are you two doing?!” Naturally, Melsa raised her voice at both the Pallas lord and acting Pallas lord letting themselves catch fire like that.


      “M-Melsa! We’re so sorry!” Gone were the men known as the burly hunter who ruled Pallas and the brilliant scholar who acted as ruler. Now they were just a pair of sorry siblings, on their hands and knees in apology in seconds. It was a perfect bow...because they were terrified of making Melsa angry.


      That was right. They were terrified.


      “Ah! Aagh, for Pete’s sake...” Melsa groaned as their hair burned more fiercely than ever. She slumped her shoulders, wanting to ask them to pull their acts together, but knowing she couldn’t get angrier at them, she simply had them stand up again. The king stood in a line next to Leonard, Arven, and Melsa (who was just as terrifying as the queen), not knowing what to do with himself.


      “Pfft... Ha ha... H-How did all three of them...get their hair...? Ah ha ha...!” Arthur, who already burst into laughter very easily, was unable to keep himself from giggling at the affair. He’d started laughing before he could even stop himself.


      “D-Don’t laugh, Arthur. Hee hee. It’s...it’s rude to laugh at this.” Marion tried to admonish her brother for laughing, but seeing three grown men squeaking out apologies with flaming heads of hair was proving to make it hard for her to choke back laughter.


      “Pfft...”


      “Hah... Ha ha!”


      “Heh heh!”


      A few knights and hunters got swept up in the laughter, making the whole place feel practically wholesome rather than right in the middle of a life-or-death battle with monsters.


      “Emma...getting married...” Behind the two giggling Bell siblings, Prince Edward was the only one hanging his head with a very serious expression. His side was still burning, which would have been too painful for him to even think straight in most cases. But Prince Edward had something that was even more important in his mind.


      Who would Emma be getting married to? He gasped. Maybe...she could be getting married to me?! The moment he thought of such fortunes, his face went red.


      “Hmm? Did you call for me, Your Highness?” Just then, Emma, who was well-known for having horrendous timing, had a feeling Edward had asked for her and stared into the prince’s eyes.


      “Ah... Um... It’s... Well, I’m just...glad you’re unharmed. That’s all.” Emma getting so close to him made him even more red-faced than before. He was so flustered that he could barely respond. Even he could tell he sounded awkward.


      “Oh, your face is getting even redder, Your Highness... Huh? I think the fire on your side is a lot weaker, though...” For as long as she’d known him, Emma had been convinced that the prince had some kind of chronic sickness that made his face get red. “Huh... That’s weird...” Normally people would’ve gotten more scared if their symptoms started showing in a time like this, but the flames were much weaker now. Emma could only tilt her head in confusion.


      “Nyagh...” Kongming gave a sympathetic look to the two.


      “What’s the matter, Kongming? Who’s clueless?”


      “Myah, myah...” Kongming just quietly shook her head at Emma’s question, because her father Leonard, and Uncle Arven, were behind Emma glaring at Prince Edward with looks that could totally kill. It was too much of a pain to get involved at that point.


      The Monster Studies and Hunting Techniques instructors both looked on in silence at the wholesome...or ridiculous scene before them.


      “Wow.”


      “Y-Yeah...”


      The two of them had been subjected to the fire breath for as long as the others had. Parts of their bodies were on fire too, yet with how unbelievable everything was before them, they could only stand dumbfounded.


      “They really are something, huh?”


      “Y-Yeah.”


      The first incredible feat was that the entire family was unharmed despite having been attacked for so long. Even if their cat had gotten in front of them to avoid the direct hit, the fact that none of them were injured was proof that they hadn’t been scared at all, even though the fire breath gave off such intense sound and heat for so long. It wasn’t just Count Stewart and his eldest son George, who were used to hunting either. Even young William and Emma, and Mrs. Stewart, who had been lovingly raised in a duke’s family in the capital until she’d been married, were all completely unafraid. Even their toughest knights and their most experienced hunters had suffered injuries.


      And that wasn’t all.


      After they’d all discovered the king had caught fire and the worst had come to pass, the Pallas lord and acting Pallas lord (who were of comparable builds to the king) sacrificed themselves to be “in on the joke” of the king’s hair, thus changing the mood altogether. That wasn’t something just anyone could have done.


      “I’d heard Pallas hunters were amazing, but I never thought they could be this amazing...”


      “After the king was injured, we could’ve been wiped out before the fire fox even launched its next attack...”


      If it weren’t for their rapid-fire comedy routine, everyone could have been burnt to a crisp with fear. Professor Arven’s quick wits changing the mood in an instant, alongside Count Stewart, who’d synchronized with him in the way only siblings could, gave a glimpse at all the years of experience and accomplishments between them.


      Even Lady Emma had managed to weaken the prince’s flames with her natural-born kindness. The redder his face became, the less the injured around him were afraid. Instead, they now looked at the two sympathetically.


      “Is she...an angel?”


      “She’s gotta be, huh?”


      The two instructors...or perhaps it’s better said, the two old men had gotten a whole heaping helping of Emma’s natural fogey attracting abilities before they were even aware. C’est la vie.


      Despite all the damage they’d taken, the group weren’t prisoners to their fears. Rather, there were smiles all around instead. The two instructors were deeply impressed, feeling this was all thanks to the family who protected the largest border land in the kingdom, Pallas.


      Not a single bit of it was intentional on the Stewart family’s part, though. Kongming’s fluffy fur was enough to draw them in so that heat or sound or whatever couldn’t possibly distract them. Their “comedy routine” was just how they acted naturally. As for Emma...that was just her being her.


      The instructors weren’t the only ones surprised.


      “Grrr...!” The fire fox was quite bewildered too. How was it that humans could withstand such a huge attack like that? “Grrrr!”


      Something was wrong. The fox was feeling way less fear than it expected. After getting powered up by the rainbow raccoon, the fire fox should’ve looked bigger than anything to the humans. It never thought mere humans could overcome their fear when attacked by a monster so enormous.


      The fire fox didn’t sense any magic. If they’d used magic to erase their feelings, they wouldn’t have been laughing. But these humans were laughing. They were laughing in front of a fire fox.


      Fire foxes were patient monsters. They mostly used long-range attacks, and if things didn’t go as they’d hoped, they’d take the time to think about why. After seeing the humans unaffected by its fire breath, the fire fox was at a loss for how to continue. But then...


      “Grrr...” The fire fox stopped analyzing altogether, because while it was trying to think, it saw the humans soothing their fears. It had never seen a human soothe their fears after an attack like that.


      This was bad.


      Positive emotions were very bad.


      Positive emotions would render its attacks useless.


      “Screee!” The rainbow raccoon, which had been hiding behind the fire fox, noticed the fox losing heart and marched up next to it with a squeal. “Scree! Scree! Screeeee!” The rainbow raccoon made its eyes glow to draw out the humans’ fear.


      Fire fox flames would ignite when humans were afraid.


      Rainbow raccoons would amplify whatever fear the humans had to the worst degree.


      With the two of them together, nobody could stand a chance. There was no way they would be defeated by a bunch of humans.


      “Grrr...”


      “Scree! Scree! Screeee!”


      The monsters prepared for another attack...both of them, at the same time.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 97: Suppressing Fear with a Smile


      “Aaaagh! Yeeeaaagh!”


      A scream echoed all throughout the campgrounds. One of the knights was shaking all over and pointing toward the monsters.


      “What’s wr— Aaagh!”


      “No! Yeeaggh!”


      “What’s going on?! Nngh!”


      When the knights looked in the direction their comrade was pointing, each of them began shaking and screaming one after another. Their faces contorted in fear, which the fire fox mercilessly ignited. That ignition turned into tremendous, searing flames.


      “Don’t look! You’ll burn if you look!” The knights who had caught fire desperately tried to tell their comrades through gasping breaths.


      “W-W-Waaaaagh!” But after seeing their comrades burning so horribly, it was a herculean feat to maintain their calm...and fear begat more fear. Those who hadn’t looked had another fear welling up inside them.


      “Wh-What’s over there?!”


      At that point, it didn’t matter whether they looked or not. The fear was inescapable. The knight who started screaming first had been pointing at the rainbow raccoon, which had been deftly standing on its hind legs next to the fire fox.


      “Scree! Scree! Scree!” It put its two free front paws together and thrust them into the sky over and over with each cry. With each scree and a thrust of its paws into the sky, the small-sized monster grew larger with a woomf.


      Scree! Woomf! Scree scree! Woomf woomf! Over and over as the rainbow raccoon grew bigger and bigger.


      “What?! The shadow’s suddenly...!” The knights and hunters who had watched the rainbow raccoon’s transformation had fallen prey to its eyes, which now stared down at them. Looking into a rainbow raccoon’s eyes would grab hold of any fear in one’s heart, however small, and amplify it using its illusions. That fear would then act as kindling for the fire fox’s fire.


      “Yeeaaaagh!”


      “Eeeeek!”


      The rainbow raccoon and fire fox began their attacks anew. This combined attack, as though it were finally showing everyone what they were made of, made the knights and hunters who had stepped before the king to protect him catch fire one after another. The flames kindled by fear burst forth from them, and their predicament grew worse by the second.


      “Emma! Nnkh!” The heat from the burning knights and hunters grew worse around Emma and Prince Edward. The chain reaction of fear was still going strong. Prince Edward rushed to cover Emma’s eyes with his hands to prevent her from the hellish view before them. “Nngh... Emma! Don’t look! No matter what!” He didn’t want Emma to see the rainbow raccoon or the knights and hunters who had bravely stepped in front of the prince, all fully engulfed in flames. Earsplitting screams broke forth all around them, and though he knew covering Emma’s eyes wouldn’t do much to ease her fears, he still desperately tried to protect her. The fear that he might lose Emma ignited the flames on his side again.


      “Melsa... Get behind me. You too, Emma.” Leonard asked Melsa to stand back and called Emma, who was a bit further away, over to him.


      “Make sure you keep your head down, Your Majesty.” Arven ran in front of the king to shield him so they could deal with the worsening situation as quickly as possible.


      The ruler and acting ruler of Pallas looked nothing like the whimpering siblings who had been terrified of angering Melsa only moments ago—they looked like true-blue hunters again.


      “Heeeeelp!” But the chain reaction of fear wouldn’t stop so easily. One of the hunters next to William burst into flames and writhed in pain beside him.


      “Agh! Oh jeez... What do I do...? It looks so painful... I’m scared! Agh! Eeeek!” The moment William got startled, his legs started trembling in fear.


      “William! Your knees!” George tried to separate William from the engulfed hunter and desperately tried to put out the flames on his brother’s knees. But the flames couldn’t be extinguished that way. They just kept burning.


      “Ah, William... Ow!”


      “Nngh!”


      Arthur and Marion, who were both nearby, were worried for William, but they were at their limits just trying to withstand the flames growing on their own bodies.


      It had only taken a split second.


      The knights who had given Emma and the prince such sympathetic looks just moments ago were now completely engulfed in flames.


      The Bell siblings, who had been desperately fighting back laughter only moments ago, now wore flames that were burning even stronger than ever and were unable to move.


      Even George and Leonard with their proudly honed bodies couldn’t move around much with all the scorched people rolling around in agony.


      “No... It’s all...”


      It truly was all over.


      The king fell to his knees. There was nothing but fire outside the dowsing blanket. Even if he wanted to fight the monsters, he couldn’t get close to them through the flames.


      “Aaaaaagh!” Even the king’s closest guards—the ones he’d trained himself—and the veteran hunters were all injured. Flames that were fueled by fear could be extinguished by losing consciousness, but it was unlikely that things would turn around for the better when they awoke. Rather, it was more likely that they would never wake again. Sleeping in the face of monsters that specifically aimed for this reaction was a move synonymous with death itself. There was nowhere to run, no brilliant plan to escape, and they couldn’t count on any reinforcements. It was hell atop the dowsing blanket.


      “I-It’s all over...” Even while covered in fire, the knights were trembling. They felt every bit of heat from the flames, yet the fear forced their bodies to tremble all the same.


      Someone... Anyone... Do something! Make the fear stop! It was all they could do just to pray. Yet even that prayer itself was out of fear, so no matter how much they begged some higher power for help, it would only fuel the fire fox’s flames and spread them further.


      “Think happy thoughts... Happy thoughts...!” The engulfed hunters kept muttering like they were in a trance. There was only one thing that could make the flames weaken in that moment, and it was to control one’s feelings to the point that the fear couldn’t take hold of them. While desperately trying to withstand the feeling of their flesh burning, the hunters subconsciously started looking for Lady Emma and Prince Edward. They were the ones who needed protecting...or rather, the knights felt that the bittersweet back-and-forth between the two was far more certain to help them forget their fears than praying would be. In their current plight, the prince’s first love would do more to save them than any god. Those on the verge of death instinctively felt that protective impulse. It wasn’t just the hunters looking toward the two of them—people all around were looking to Emma and the prince to avoid becoming engulfed in unquenchable flames themselves.


      “Er... Your Highness? I’m quite all right, so could you move your hand?” Emma asked the prince, who was covering Emma’s eyes to keep her from seeing the awful scene before her. She was remarkably calm for a young noblewoman of only thirteen years old.


      The prince shook his head, his forehead glistening with thick drops of sweat. “How could I?! You’d better not be about to say you want to see those monsters!”


      “We’re not getting anywhere at this rate, Your Highness. We need to find a way out!” Emma didn’t have George’s strength or William’s monster knowledge, but there was one thing she could do. If nobody could come up with a way to deal with this, she had to look at them.


      “I’ll find us a way out of this. I’ll find a way to defeat those monsters!”


      “You can’t, Emma!” the prince screamed.


      “Sis, you know there’s no guarantee things will work out every time!”


      “Don’t be crazy, Emma!”


      William, who was forced to sit as his knees were on fire, and George, who was desperately trying to put the fire out, shouted as they overheard what Emma was planning. They very well knew Emma’s imagination could turn the tide, yet they still tried to stop her. In their current state, looking at a monster that deliberately brought fear to people was simply suicide. It was far too dangerous.


      “Come here, Emma.”


      “Please, Emma! Just listen to us!”


      Leonard and Melsa both called to her.


      “But...”


      “Myah!”


      While everyone else was against it, Kongming rubbed up against Emma as if to tell everyone it would be okay.


      “I’ve got nothing to fear as long as I have Kongming!” Emma had never been the type to give up just because her family didn’t want her to do something. She removed the prince’s hand from blocking her vision and stepped forward.


      “Emma... Stop!” The prince stretched his hand out to try and hold her back, but he was at his limit. The flames on his side had spread.


      “Stop!”


      “Sis!”


      “Emma!”


      “Don’t!”


      Before her family could reach out and stop her, Emma decisively raised her head. Based on the reaction from the knights and hunters who’d seen the monsters, she knew that there was both a fire fox and a rainbow raccoon.


      “Wha... They’re so big!” The fire fox and rainbow raccoon had grown so big, in fact, that just raising her head a little bit wasn’t enough to see their full sizes. She couldn’t tell how much of it was real or how much of it was an illusion. Even so, Emma continued slowly raising her head upward. Even though she knew one should never look a rainbow raccoon in the eye, she was fully prepared for what might happen. She then looked all the way up at the two monsters from the neck up.


      “N-No...way...” Having now seen all the way up to the tops of their heads, Emma looked utterly shocked. As it turned out, no monster manuals ever showed detailed images of their faces, because all who met their gaze lost their minds and were unable to draw them. Even when they were surrounded back in the forest, she’d been actively trying to avoid looking at the rainbow raccoon, so she still hadn’t gotten the full picture of what its face looked like. After looking at the rainbow raccoon, which was rumored to drive any who looked upon it completely mad with fear, Emma stood stock-still.


      “It...can’t be...” Emma barely managed to choke. She couldn’t believe her eyes. She then forced her stiff neck to turn so she could get a glimpse of the fire fox next to it. “There’s just...no way...!”


      “Emma!”


      Emma suddenly sprung into a run, and in her panic, she wasn’t running away from the monsters, but toward them. There were collapsed knights and hunters at the edge of the dowsing blanket nearest the monsters, but Emma slipped past them too. Her eyes were fixed on the monsters, and it seemed like she was single-mindedly trying to get closer to them.


      “Emma!” Though Leonard was slow to react to Emma’s sudden movement, he grabbed her and held her back right as she got to the very edge of the dowsing blanket. It was nothing but flames beyond the blanket. If she’d taken another step, his frail, delicate daughter would have been burnt to a crisp. Even still, she showed no signs of trying to stop, which chilled him to the bone. “Emma, pull yourself together!” Leonard shook her shoulders. He was naturally in a panic having seen his daughter so close to death, so his words were more forceful than usual.


      “Fa...ther...” Even as she responded, Emma didn’t take her eyes off the monsters. Her voice was quiet and hoarse.


      “Emma! It’s okay! I’m here!” Leonard pulled his daughter closer to him as her gaze refused to focus. He’d sworn every day, hour, minute, and second that he’d protect his child no matter what.


      “Emma! Come back to us!” Melsa arrived after Leonard. She tried to encourage Emma, who seemed completely fascinated by the monsters at the edge of the dowsing blanket, where even breathing was difficult from the flames burning the campgrounds.


      “Emma!”


      “Sis! How could you do something so crazy?!”


      George had come running with William in his arms, also trying to stop Emma.


      This was not the time for Emma to be risking her life.


      George would defeat monsters on the hunting grounds and gather information. William would take all that information and come up with supplementary explanations for everyone, and Emma would find a way to solve whatever problems they might have. That was the process they’d always used to make their monster karuta cards. They had to protect that order. The idea that Emma would be sacrificing herself to solve the problems...that was something the family would never, ever accept. Leonard, Melsa, George, and William never wanted to experience that agony and desperation they felt during the localized barrier crisis again.


      “Mo...ther...?”


      “It’s okay, Emma! I’m right here!” Melsa responded to her daughter’s feeble call.


      “George...?”


      “Hang in there, Emma!” George responded as Emma shakily spoke to him.


      “Will...iam... Hurry... Hurry...”


      “I will! What do you need me to hurry with?!” Emma didn’t look sane as she asked for William, but he still bent forward to answer her call. He’d do anything she asked if she’d just take her eyes off those monsters.


      “Hurry... Boil...some water...”


      “Got it! You just need some water, right? Wait...boiled?” William had responded automatically, but paused to ask what she meant.


      “Boiled water...?”


      “Huh...?”


      “What’s she asking...?”


      Leonard thought maybe Emma had been cold and pulled her into a tighter hug, but she flung his arms off of her, swearing that wasn’t what it was.


      “Emma?!”


      “Just look!” Emma pointed right at the monsters, even though all the knights who’d already looked and all those who looked now were now rolling around in flames.


      “Sis, what are you saying? You can’t...” William’s face twisted in pain at the thought that they were too late to save her.


      “Just look! It’ll be okay, I promise! If you don’t look, they’ll get away!” Emma screamed. The place she insisted they looked was where the monsters were, and it was very obvious that something was wrong with Emma, but...


      “William...?”


      “Okay.”


      George and William exchanged a look and nodded. There was no way out of this anyway, so in that case...


      “Right. We should believe in Emma,” Melsa said, steeling herself.


      “Y-Yeah... You’re right. What kind of father would I be if I didn’t believe in her?!” Leonard added. If Emma said look, then he was going to look. “Right everyone! We’ll go on my mark!” Leonard wiped cold sweat that had started to build up from his nerves. If they all fell here, the king and everyone else would be wiped out for certain. Even still...


      “Right!”


      “All right!”


      “Yeah!”


      The family was on board. This wasn’t the first time Emma had been strange, anyway.


      “Ready, set...!” Just as Emma had instructed, the four family members all raised their heads in the direction the monsters were in, and their eyes widened. The second Leonard, Melsa, George, and William looked at the rainbow raccoon, they were at a loss for words. And just as Emma had before, they slowly turned their heads to look at the fire fox.


      And they gasped. They looked back to the rainbow raccoon...then repeated this, looking back and forth several times. The way they all moved in tandem looked like meerkats on guard. They were that focused.


      “It can’t...be...” The sweat from Leonard’s forehead dripped down to his cheek and fell.


      The rainbow raccoon looked very, very familiar. As a family who grew up in the boonies in Japan, the Tanakas knew that animal. Though it was only a very slight difference, its fur was the color of the thickly overgrown trees from the forest behind it.


      “There’s no way...”


      Next to it was a bright red fire fox.


      The reason the family was this shocked was because they had associated the two monsters with a memory from their lives as the Tanakas. The bright red fire fox was...


      “R-Red...kitsune...?” George said, his lips trembling.


      The green rainbow raccoon was...


      “G-Green...tanuki...?” William’s lips trembled too.


      “It is...”


      “It is, isn’t it?”


      Leonard and Melsa agreed with their sons. Then, with a sudden pop, the rainbow raccoon and the fire fox...


      “Gasp!”


      ...became the instant noodles the family knew all too well.


      The family was now fully entranced by the rainbow raccoon’s illusions.


      Though it has been said many times, it bears repeating that rainbow raccoons amplify the fear that was in a person’s heart. They would take an image of something connected to that fear and turn it into a massive illusion that would send humans into a panic. Once the family saw the rainbow raccoon, they were under its spell and seeing its illusions.


      Unfortunately, that illusion was a bit problematic for the beasts.


      Because of the rainbow raccoon and fire fox’s appearance, the five family members all were having the same hallucination. In other words, they were all seeing red kitsune and green tanuki...instant noodles.


      Grrrr... (x5)


      Five little grumblebugs in five separate tummies all started to sing in unison.


      It was only a few years ago that the Stewart family had been in such poverty that even food was a struggle. The fear and hunger of that time was not something they could easily forget. In other words, the fear that lurked deep inside the Stewarts was the fear of an empty stomach. Their extreme obsession with Japanese cuisine after remembering their past lives and their overall love of food in general were bringing that time to the forefront of their minds.


      The Stewarts were human. Just like any other humans who looked into a rainbow raccoon’s eyes, their fears rose to the surface as well. And their fear happened to be hunger itself.


      “Scree! Scree!” The rainbow raccoon squealed, trying to increase the effects of its illusions and frighten (starve) the family even more...not knowing that move would be the monsters’ undoing. What stood before the frightened (starving) family was not the most powerful tag team of monsters, a fire fox and a rainbow raccoon, but two cups of udon and soba large enough that they had to crane their necks to see the top. The whole family gulped hungrily.


      In the midst of the flames and suffering on the now darkening campgrounds, the hungry family could only scream one thing: “How could this be?!”


      With things as they were, the Stewarts weren’t the type to crumble in hunger pains. No, they would literally leap at the food before them.


      “George! You get the lid!” Emma started giving orders, as the person who started hallucinating first.


      “G-Got it!” George began running toward the now transformed monsters.


      “Father! Pull out the seasoning packets!”


      “That’s the stuff!” Leonard took off after George. They didn’t hesitate no matter how badly they’d get burned for stepping off the dowsing blanket. They were fully immersed in the monsters’ spells, and all that mattered to them was filling their empty stomachs.


      “What are you doing, William?! Get that water boiled!”


      “B-But how am I supposed to boil water on such short... Oh, wait! There’s plenty of fire here... I think the water in my canteen might be boiling?!” William had been looking around trying to find water until he finally realized he had a canteen hanging at his hip. His knees had been burning at just the right height to get his canteen bubbling.


      “Mother, I’m counting on you to count once William gets that water in! Don’t forget, they have different cooking times! It’s really important to remember that!”


      “Very true. They’re easy to mix up too. Sixty times three and five would come out to...one hundred eighty and three hundred seconds each!” Melsa acknowledged Emma’s warning. The kitsune udon would take longer to cook after the water got in. Miraculously, the time it took to prepare the two instant noodles was the same as the time it took to prep the roc meat before.


      “Awesome! Now let’s open up that lid... Wait, huh?”


      “Screeeeaaaaaahhh!” The rainbow raccoon’s screams echoed around them.


      “What are you waiting for, George?!” Emma was getting very hangry.


      “Oh, it’s just...this lid’s not wanting to come off.” George was obediently trying to tear off the thing he saw as a lid in his hallucination. In real life, he was practically trying to tear off the rainbow raccoon’s tail.


      “You’ve gotta get the outer film off first, George!” Leonard had realized you couldn’t open the lid without cutting the plastic film first.


      “O-Oh, yeah! Totally! The film... But this film is pretty hard to take off too... Oh, I know!” George then removed the crochet hook he’d used to make the dowsing blanket and stabbed into the rainbow raccoon without a moment’s hesitation.


      “S-Screaaagh!” The rainbow raccoon shrieked. It had never been attacked by a human seeing one of its illusions.


      “Grrrr!” The fire fox was too slow to react to the sudden counterattack, but moved to protect its raccoon friend.


      “Whoa there! George, leave the udon to me!” Then, Leonard took his trusty crochet hook and stabbed it into the fire fox. He was aiming for the bottom of the film, but was actually stabbing right into the fire fox’s soft underbelly.


      “Grrrrraaaagh!” Leonard had a firm grip on the fire fox and it couldn’t move.


      The rainbow raccoon and fire fox were completely bewildered. They hadn’t sensed any magic whatsoever, yet the humans that looked directly into the rainbow raccoon’s eyes still attacked. It knew that its illusions were working, but these humans were acting differently than the others. They should’ve been as terrified as it was possible for them to be...so why wasn’t it working? What happened? This was a kind of fear the rainbow raccoon had never known.


      “Hmm? The lid’s supposed to be next, but...it really doesn’t want to come off. I guess the adhesive’s tighter than usual. It happens. Just gotta put some grip into it. Hraaah!” What he was trying to remove wasn’t the lid, but the monsters’ skin. That wasn’t the sort of thing a normal human could simply rip off, but Count Leonard Stewart, lord of a border land, had muscles greater than a great ape. There wasn’t much he couldn’t rip off if he tried hard enough.


      “Graaaagh!” the fire fox howled, unable to withstand the pain of having its hide torn.


      “It does? Well, I guess if it’s just an issue with the adhesive, then I guess we can probably make do. Hraah!” George tilted his head in confusion at first, but he’d inherited his father’s gorilla DNA too.


      “Screeeagh!” The rainbow raccoon screeched, having its fur yanked off too.


      “Next, we take out the seasoning packets...”


      “Graaagh!”


      “Screeagh!”


      Leonard and George both pulled out something that was definitely not soup seasoning.


      “Cut the packets and pour the seasoning into the bowl...”


      “Grr...gragh...!”


      “Scree...eee...!”


      They took those somethings that were definitely not soup seasoning and ripped them in half, then “poured” them into what they thought were the bowls. The greatest tag team of monsters, monsters that no humans could ever defeat, had a truly miserable end.


      “All right, William! Bring on the water! The...wait...huh?” Leonard and George were filled with energy, but just as they asked William for the water, they were freed from the rainbow raccoon’s illusion because the monsters had breathed their last. Thus, the illusion they’d been seeing had disappeared.


      “Huh?! Where’s the udon?!” Leonard looked around in shock.


      “Wha?! Where’s the soba?!” George also looked around in shock.


      “We took off the film and lid and took out the seasoning and everything! Where’d it go?!” All they had left was to put the water in and wait five minutes. “Hmm? What is this?” Where the udon and soba were supposed to be, he instead found the mutilated corpses of two monsters that had been skinned, had their stomachs cut open, their intestines taken out, ripped, and then put back. “Uh... Wait, hold up! That can’t be right! How could there be cup noodles in this world, anyway?!” Leonard had finally pieced together that instant noodles were only a thing of his previous life.


      “Uh... Huh? Oh! Yeah... You’re right...?” George responded, wondering where the things they’d been seeing up until that point had gone.


      “Wait... Where’d the udon go? What about the soba?! Ew, gross! What the heck happened here?!” William, who had come running with his canteen, abruptly looked away the second he saw what used to be the fire fox and rainbow raccoon. “Eugh... I mean, I know they’re monsters...but this is awful. Who the heck did this?”


      George and Leonard were the only ones there.


      “Er... Well...”


      “Yeah, uh...”


      All of them felt extremely awkward.


      “William, I told you to get that water in! Wait... Huh?”


      “What’s wrong? Oh...!”


      Emma and Melsa had gotten annoyed that William hadn’t poured the water after all that waiting and came running.


      “No way...”


      “What in the...”


      Emma fell to her knees and Melsa took a step backward, both shocked by the horrific, gory remains of the two monsters.


      “Say it’s not true... My craving for udon is killing me right now!” Emma struck the ground with her fist, wailing at the cruelty of it all when she’d realized what had happened.


      “So...it was all an illusion? The udon? The soba? You’re saying we’d just been enchanted by a kitsune and tanuki?”


      The fire fox and rainbow raccoon were laying side by side after their transformation. There was no sign of the towering figures they’d seen before. No, this was how big they actually were, and they’d cast illusions to make themselves look bigger.


      “Oh... Oh! Well, that explains why I’ve always craved noodles every time I beat a rainbow raccoon!” Leonard said, finally understanding what had happened. The last time he’d encountered rainbow raccoons had been when he was still a student, so he hadn’t recalled his past life. Clearly, his soul had remembered, though, and the moment he saw a green “tanuki,” it triggered his desire for soba.


      “Wait... Father? If I’m remembering correctly...didn’t you have to help make monster manuals back then?” There weren’t any pictures of rainbow raccoons in any of the manuals. But based on what he’d just said, he’d defeated his fair share of them. William thought that if there had been any pictures of the rainbow raccoons’ faces in the monster manuals his father had worked on, they might not have struggled this much.


      “William... Don’t go thinking everyone remembers every little picture in that monster manual.” Leonard excused himself by saying he was too busy studying to have gotten around to that sort of thing.


      “Father...”


      “Dear...”


      “Huh? Wait, are you saying everyone does?!”


      “George...”


      While the Stewart family was worrying about their future, the greatest monster team, capable of destroying entire countries, had been defeated, completely, utterly, and miserably.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      While the Stewarts were freaking out, changes were happening on the dowsing blanket as well.


      “The flames...are gone?” The king, who had fallen to his knees, looked all around him. The moment the flames burning their bodies disappeared, the hellish scene atop the dowsing blanket quieted, as if nothing had happened.


      Everyone had given into despair, and when Emma rushed toward the monsters, even the king himself had been unable to stop her. He’d already given up, and the fear of losing his country and his own powerlessness had made his body grow heavy. Only her family could chase after her.


      Arven, who had shielded the king, had likely wanted to chase after her too, but he had only moved a single step forward. It took tremendous self-restraint to measure the value of his beloved niece in relation to the king. If, by some miracle, they all managed to survive, Arven staying behind would mean the Stewarts wouldn’t be accused of abandoning the king. It was certain Arven, the smart man that he was, would have thought that far, and he’d cried tears of blood as he forced himself to resist. All he’d allow himself to believe was that his brother’s family could stop Emma. Yet the fear that he might lose his niece had made his whole body burst into flames. As Emma’s family protected her from the monsters, Arven protected his family from everyone else...at the cost of his own life.


      “Ah... E...mma...” After the flames disappeared, Arven collapsed, his body almost entirely charred. And Arven wasn’t the only one. The king, the prince, Arthur, Marion, the knights, the hunters... While the extent of everyone’s burns was different, they were all similarly burnt. That was the scene the Stewarts returned to.


      The flames must have gone out because the monsters had been defeated. The family really had performed a miracle, yet they practically trudged back, their shoulders all slumped and not a celebratory look to be found among them. The king’s heart ached thinking the family must be feeling wholly responsible for the disastrous state of affairs.


      They couldn’t hope for recovery with this many injuries, as there was no cure for a burn inflicted by a fire fox. It was questionable whether some among them would last the next few days...the king included, as his head had burst into flames as well. Even after surviving the initial attack, they couldn’t fully celebrate.


      The aftereffects of the burns would be nothing but suffering. They would have to give up on their old lives entirely. It was likely that the king’s final duty would be to protect the Stewarts, for both Arven’s and their own sakes. He could not rest until he ensured the Stewarts—the family who miraculously defeated these monsters—would not be blamed for not protecting him.


      “Oough... My udon... Huh? Uncle Arven?!” Completely unaware of the king’s internal convictions, the starving Emma noticed her uncle on the verge of death and came running.


      “You’re... Okay...? Thank...” Arven reached out his shaky hand to Emma as he gasped for breath.


      William came running next and examined his uncle’s body. “Uncle Arven...? Why...? How’s this happening?”


      “What?! How?!”


      “Arven!”


      “What’s going on here?!”


      George, Leonard, and Melsa were all alarmed to see not just Arven, but the whole sea of people groaning in pain upon the dowsing blanket. The rainbow raccoon and the fire fox were both dead. The flames they’d been hallucinating were gone, and William’s lap and Leonard’s hair were back to normal. To the Tanaka family, Arven, the king, and everyone else were completely unharmed...yet they were moaning in agony all the same.


      “William, what do you think’s happening here?” Emma asked. After defeating a monster, it was time for William’s vast swath of monster knowledge and careful analysis to shine.


      “Maybe the illusion...still has an effect on the body...? But it doesn’t look like there’s any burns here...” William and Emma looked around at all the groaning hunters and knights, then went to try to get more information from the instructors, as they seemed to be holding it together better than the others. “Sis... I think this might be...”


      “Yeah. A problem.”


      The two of them returned to their family’s side with a theory, as their parents and George were nursing Arven as best they could.


      “I think the problem is with his brain... I think.” William’s expression was stiff, an implication of his grave seriousness.


      George looked to his younger brother for a simpler explanation. “What does that mean?”


      “Um... So, even after the illusions the monsters cast disappeared, the brain can’t cope with the flames just being gone.”


      “Uh...”


      “The brain mistakenly thinks that the pain they felt from the illusion was real. Kinda like phantom pains?”


      George cocked his head. “Phantom what?”


      “Most people’s brains are more complex than yours, George,” Emma replied.


      “You think?”


      “You can get mad at her for that, you know,” William chided George for agreeing with Emma’s nasty comment.


      “But...this really is an issue.” No matter how healthy one’s body might be, humans couldn’t live with their spirits crushed.


      “Wait, William! What if we just told them it doesn’t hurt?” George asked, his head tilted again.


      William shook his head. “You can’t fight deep-seated beliefs that easily.”


      “This is a real toughie... It’s like trying to convince someone on drugs who thinks there are bugs squirming around in their body that there aren’t any actually there.”


      “Could you maybe come up with a less disgusting example, sis?” William looked pretty fed up with her.


      “But if sis’s example is right...does that mean it can’t be cured?” With someone under the influence of drugs, they could remove the drugs from their system to fix the belief. But these people weren’t under the influence of something like a drug.


      “Well, we have to do something! He’ll hardly even be able to eat at this rate...” Melsa worriedly wiped the sweat from Arven’s brow, a grimace on her face.


      “Exactly. We might not be able to see Arven’s wounds right now, but based on what papers I’ve read, other people should be able to.” None of the papers written on fire foxes that were available in the kingdom stated that the flames were just illusions. All they said was that they left burns that were impossible to heal. Yet the Stewart family’s injuries from the fire fox completely disappeared after they defeated it. Naturally, there wasn’t any pain either. William looked down at his knees, which had been burning until just moments ago. There wasn’t any pain, nor any signs of scorching. “It might’ve been because the doctors were under mass hypnosis too? Or...maybe it was the lingering aftereffects of the illusion? Or like the fox’s last-ditch curse or something? Well, whatever it is, the symptoms continue and they see it like it’s still happening. Oh! Maybe because we thought of them as kitsune and tanuki shape-shifting (because we’re from a different world), our brains were able to parse it more easily once the monsters were defeated?”


      In this world, where the greater culture at large didn’t have the concept of fox or raccoon tricksters, they’d likely continue suffering forever. All the deaths from fire fox “burns” must have actually been psychosomatic. That pain, suffering, and hopelessness with no end in sight was what had truly killed them.


      “No... Arven...” Leonard gripped Arven’s hand. While Arven looked perfectly fine to the Tanakas, the pain of the burns he thought covered his body were so terrible, he could hardly even speak.


      “So what, we’re just supposed to sit here and watch everyone die?” George’s voice trembled. The Tanakas would be the only ones saved from this disaster.


      “E...mma...” Arven called to his beloved niece. She was silent.


      “Sis?”


      There was no response. Emma was deep in thought, sifting through the countless possibilities arising in her mind.


      “Emma...hold your uncle’s hand.”


      “Please, Emma.”


      “Emma?”


      Leonard, Melsa, and George all looked toward her, but she still didn’t respond.


      After a few minutes of thinking, Emma found the answer. “So basically, you’re saying all we have to do is overwrite their beliefs, right?” She started nodding, having come to her own conclusion.


      “Uh... Meaning...?”


      George beat the monsters. William gave the info. Emma came up with a way to wrap it all up. That was their usual monster karuta building order, and it was working out right then. Emma nodded, deciding exactly what she was going to do. She switched places with Leonard and held Arven’s hand.


      “Uncle Arven... It’s me, Emma. Can you hear me?”


      Arven nodded weakly. “E...mma...”


      “Uncle Arven, I need you to listen closely... The truth is...I’m a saint.”


      “A saint...?”


      “That’s right. Not a false prophet or anything. I’m a real saint.” Emma sounded deathly serious. It didn’t sound at all like she was telling a bold-faced lie.


      “Sis, what are you...?”


      “There she goes with her totally baseless lies again...”


      William couldn’t figure out what Emma was trying to do, while George was remembering how many times he’d suffered because of Minato’s lies in his past life.


      “Do you know how cool real saints are? They can use the power of love to cure all wounds! Just like magic!” Emma ignored her brothers and continued piling on the lies. “I can make those burns go away like they were never there!”


      “Heh...” The corners of Arven’s lips turned up hearing that his adorable niece would try so hard to lie just to make him feel better.


      “Hey, you don’t believe me, do you? I’m serious! Jeez, I had to just sit back and take it when people were calling me a faker back in the capital... I-I thought...I could be brave enough to speak up about it...if I was talking to you... Why don’t you believe me?” Emma’s eyes started to water. A single tear rolled down her cheek and splashed onto Arven’s face.


      “N-No...! I do...!” As his adorable niece started to cry, Arven, despite seemingly on the verge of death, desperately started shaking his head.


      “Those damn crocodile tears...” George had been fooled by Emma’s...or rather, Minato’s tears far too many times.


      “There’s no way she’s... Like, there’s no way this’ll work...” While William had an idea of what his sister was trying to do, he didn’t think it would go as easily as she seemed to think. Even still, Emma continued her brainwashing(?).


      “Wow, really? Oh, thank you so much! I love you soooo much, Unckie Arven!”


      At seeing his niece cheer up again, Arven’s expression brightened, completely full of love.


      “And you would never, ever doubt me, right, Unckie Arven?”


      Arven, in full lovey-dovey mode, shook his head. He was shaking it so fervently that the others looking on had to wonder if it was okay for a man on the verge of death to be so active.


      “I’m a bonafide saint!”


      Arven nodded hard.


      “And saints can heal any wounds!”


      Arven nodded.


      “That means I can heal yours too, Unckie Arven!”


      Arven nodded.


      “Watch me, okay? Oopsie booboo, bye-bye!”


      Arven nodded.


      “See? It’s all fixed!”


      While Arven was about to start nodding, he suddenly sat up when he realized something had happened to his body.


      “Arven!”


      “Uncle Arven!”


      Leonard, Melsa, George, and William all shouted.
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      “It...doesn’t hurt... My whole body was burned...but it’s...healed?” In a split second, Arven’s fully charred body, burns that no man could ever hope to recover from, had been healed. His niece brain had made it so that he believed her one hundred percent. And that craziness was exactly what saved him. He was freed from the illusion by Emma...or maybe the fox’s brainwashing just got overwritten with new brainwashing.


      “Wow... I can’t believe my niece is a bonafide saint! And one with such miraculous powers that even I didn’t know about!” Arven was trembling with joy and the knowledge that his positively adorable and talented and amazing niece could be so wonderful...while Melsa, George, and William all shook their heads at how wrong he was. While she might have saved his life, he was certainly beyond salvation in another sense now, and they could only pity him. “Huh? Where’d Emma go?” Arven gasped and looked around for his savior, but Emma was no longer by his side.


      “Your Majesty, I want you to listen closely. The truth is...I’m a bonafide saint.” Emma was now telling her lie before the king. “See? Look at Uncle Arven! I healed him!”


      “What? You did that? Are you serious?”


      “Oooh... You don’t believe me? Please don’t tell me you think I’m a fake too...”


      “What?! Of course not! I believe you! I swear!” No matter what kind of situation she was in, the effects Emma had on fogeys overrode everything.


      “Okay... I’m gonna do it, then! Oopsie booboo, bye-bye!”


      “Huh? Wha... Oh! I-I’m... I’m healed?!” The king touched his head to make sure. It wasn’t just the pain that was gone. He could even feel his hair now, which was supposed to have completely burned off. It was more accurate to say he was back to normal than actually healed, though. “Emma... You are such an incredible young girl... Wha? Where did she go?!” The king’s savior had left his side. She’d now moved over to Prince Edward.


      “Your Highness, I’m actually a saint!”


      “A saint...? Not...an angel...?” Edward looked up at Emma, who appeared to be practically glowing like an angel coming to guide him to the other side.


      “Huh? Uh... I mean, I guess it doesn’t really matter... Anyway, I’m a saint and an angel so I can heal wounds. Just look! Your wounds are all gone already!”


      Just like that, Emma went from person to person, healing the injured one right after another. As the saying went, lies begat more lies, and with every new lie, a new person was healed.


      “Whoa... She really actually managed to cure them all on her own...” William was completely taken aback by just how well this all had gone, watching person after person who’d collapsed on the dowsing blanket get back to their feet. With more evidence mysteriously mounting, even the knights and hunters who weren’t all that familiar with Emma were falling for her ruse.


      “It’s because she was testing the waters on people she knew she could easily ensnare first...” George was clutching his head in his hands. He knew she’d planned to go to Arven and the king first because they were the easiest old dudes to manipulate.


      “Lemme tell ya something about old guys, Wataru-nii. I don’t make them dance in the palm of my hand. They come to me first. I just give them a little push. They already started dancing themselves, so my little push just makes them keep going. Don’t you think that’s the cutest?”


      George trembled, remembering what Minato told him in their past life with a smile that would make even the most mischievous nymphs quake in their boots.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 98: Vanilla or No?


      “Um... Okay, lemme try and explain this one more time.” Emma was in dire straits trying to escape from the sparkling admiration the old men now directed at her.


      “It’s all right, Emma. We understand perfectly! You’re a saint!” The king grinned, fully satisfied with this answer.


      “Yeah, that’s the thing, though, Your Majesty. Those burns you all had were just an illusion the monster cast on you, so like...I didn’t...actually heal them...”


      After their miraculous recoveries, the campgrounds were back to how they’d been before the fire, save for the ring of old men kneeling before Emma in reverence and praise. She couldn’t take back her lie at that point. Nothing she told them would make them understand. She realized it was silly of her to assume that they’d understand she’d just said what had to be said given the circumstances. Even still, she did try, and the king, prince, Marion, Arthur, the instructors, the knights, and the hunters all understood what special qualities rainbow raccoons had...


      Unfortunately, the thing she wanted them to understand the most—that she wasn’t actually a saint—wasn’t getting through to them. Especially not the king. He wouldn’t hear any of it. After all, an old man who had already started dancing in the palm of her hand of his own volition was impossible to stop.


      “Emma, understand this. Sainthood is just a concept. All of these people here believe from the bottoms of their hearts that you are a saint, and that can’t be changed, no matter how much you protest.” The king winked, and the knights and hunters (who were mostly older men) all nodded very vigorously in agreement.


      “B-But...it can’t be true if I say it’s not true, Your Majesty! Also? Geooorge! William! Help me out here!” Emma was getting more and more certain that her casual lies had passed the point of no return, and she begged her brothers for help.


      “Emma... You took it too far.”


      “Look at how beautiful the king’s eyes are right now, sis. He’s looking at you with eyes unclouded by illusions or hate.”


      Emma had been unintentionally gathering followers at school and at socials. Even if she insisted she was lying, she’d still done the saintly thing. There really was no turning back at that point. Emma’s “Fogey’s Fancy” ability was far stronger than any rainbow raccoon’s illusion, and the flames she lit in their hearts would last longer than any fire fox flames.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Meanwhile, the invading Western Imperial Army had teleported to the magic circle deep in the forest as planned. They’d intended to let the fire fox deal with any obstacles that might have gotten in their way, then clean up anything left in its wake as they infiltrated the kingdom. It was a dirty, cowardly plan designed to make sure the Western Empire didn’t suffer any losses. It was supposed to be a very effective plan, but...reality wasn’t so kind. They soon learned it was nothing more than armchair theorizing.


      There’s no such thing as a war without any danger. While the thought that conducting the first invasion of another country in the world would make it go perfectly, it being the first also meant there would be a fair share of accidents as well. They’d already run into trouble when they sent the fire fox over, and it cost them a not-insignificant number of injured soldiers. They pulled themselves back together and went to invade, but the Western Empire’s proud army found their fighting spirit dragging with every second that went on after they left the magic circle in the Skyte region’s forest.


      “Damn, it’s all burnt to a crisp!”


      “Ow! Hey, look out! Some of these are still smoldering!”


      “I didn’t have anything against the kingdom... This is all just too cruel...”


      The Skyte forest the Western Imperial Army stepped into was in such a terrible state, even the most hard-hearted soldier would have cracked at the cruelty of it all. It was nothing but a field of ash and charcoal as far as the eye could see. There was no sight of the lush forest it must have once been. Little flames still burned here and there, hot enough that they could feel it through the soles of their shoes with each step. The awful sight made the army’s footsteps heavy...


      ...except nothing was actually on fire. There was no field of ash and charcoal. The Skyte forest was just as lush and thick with greenery as it had been before the fire fox arrived. The forest nearest the border, where monsters frequently appeared, was just as it always had been before the fire fox’s rampage.


      The dirty, cowardly plan they’d concocted to ensure nothing got in the Western Empire’s way had been ruined the moment they teleported into the forest. After all, the Western Imperial Army had no idea just what a country that hadn’t had a mage in over thirty years could have been like. They’d severely underestimated the danger.


      Unlike the Western Empire’s barrier, the barrier in the kingdom hadn’t been repaired or restored in any way since there was no mage to do so. As such, it was starting to deteriorate, and on the other side of that barrier was where all the monsters roamed, meaning the rate that monsters appeared was far higher than the rate in the Western Empire. This was especially so in the Skyte region, where distortions were happening far more often these days, and with every distortion came new monsters.


      While it was good that they were able to pass over the issue of people only being able to travel by sea to get between countries, the magic circle came with its own set of problems. Magic circles were an invaluable magic tool for the Western Empire. If it had been found and destroyed, it would have been an unfathomable loss. Had it been one of this size, they would have great difficulties making another with the remaining magic stones they had left. That was why they had to set it somewhere no one would ever find it: right next to the barrier. In one sense, it was perfect, because nobody from the kingdom would ever set foot there. However, that was for a very good reason.


      The moment the Western Imperial Army teleported, they encountered rainbow raccoons.


      Of the monsters that tended to flock in the Skyte region, the ones dealing psychic attacks were the greatest in number. It wasn’t all that unusual for a distortion to occur and brand-new rainbow raccoons to appear. Unfortunately for the Western Imperial Army, they happened to meet the eyes of the beasts the moment they arrived. From then on, they were plagued by the illusions cast by the monsters. They already had fear in their hearts from when they sent the fire fox over, so it was easy for the rainbow raccoons’ illusions to take hold. And take hold they certainly did.


      As the army traveled through the forest that looked like nothing but charcoal and ash to them but was actually completely normal, they ran into regular old tree branches.


      “Eeek!”


      As the army traveled through the forest that looked like nothing but charcoal and ash to them but was actually completely normal, they stumbled over totally normal grass patches.


      “Aagh!”


      As the army traveled through the forest that looked like nothing but charcoal and ash to them but was actually completely normal, they slipped on the corpses of monsters that the king had killed while going Hoo-ha! the whole time.


      “Gaaah!”


      They’d take the time to nurse their head after the smacking. To retrieve their shoes after getting caught on the grass. To look at what they’d slipped on. Any time one of them was separated even by a bit, they became prey for the monsters hiding in the forest. The rainbow raccoons were only the beginning. Those monsters were hidden inside the illusion, thus nobody realized they were there. All they knew was that their friends who said they’d catch up in just a moment were disappearing one by one. No matter how much they searched, they never found them. As such, the fear and anxiety pressing in on them worsened. As their numbers dwindled more and more, it was doing tremendous damage to their morale.


      As all this was happening, one of the soldiers who had taken the vanguard called out to the chief delegate, who was acting as their commander. “Chief delegate! Look!”


      “What is it?” The terrain was so rough due to (what they thought was) the burnt wreckage, so they were unable to use the palanquin they’d brought with them. The envoy was huffing and puffing as he marched forward.


      “I’ve spotted people from the kingdom!” he shouted, as though making first contact with a new civilization. While they were still under the influence of the rainbow raccoons’ illusions, the most elite of the Western Imperial Army had managed to escape the forest and had reached a place where they could see the campgrounds. “I see what look like some knights and hunters, but there are also women and children. I think they might be our targets. There’s one point of concern...a giant monster seems to be standing near them!”


      The “monster” the soldier had been looking at was Kongming. With how huge she was, not a single one of them would have assumed she was a cat.


      “Hmm? Ah, they’re probably using it as part of their lesson.” The envoy determined, very wrongly, that the nearly invincible Kongming had just been caught as part of their field trip, and that despite her size, she wasn’t all that strong.


      The delegate’s misunderstanding came from a mage informant who had infiltrated the capital and told him that the school was conducting a field trip in the Skyte region. What made it a win for them was that they’d also heard the king had been participating in the field trips in recent years. On a field trip, the only ones who could protect the king were his closest guards, hunters, and a bunch of students. Meanwhile, the Western Imperial Army had gathered the cream of the crop.


      “Heaven truly smiles upon us, doesn’t it?”


      “It does. I believe you can see the whole camp from atop that boulder, your lordship. Please make sure I’m correct.” The soldier finished his report, then made way for the chief delegate.


      The envoy was one of the few people in the Western Empire who knew the king’s face. But of course, in the kingdom, anyone who was part of the royal family had black hair, so there really was no need to confirm his identity. The soldier might have just been nervous as the world’s first invasion began. Though there could be the possibility of a body double, it wasn’t a problem.


      “Right. Just leave it to me. I’d know that wretched king’s face any day.” No matter how badly he wanted to forget it, he couldn’t. After all, the envoy had caught a glimpse of the greatest beauty he’d ever laid eyes on and just before he was to declare her a saint, the bastard had sneaked up and made her his concubine instead.


      The delegate quietly weaved his way through the other soldiers so the kingdom’s people wouldn’t notice and squinted. Just as he’d hoped, it was just the king, the second-born prince, some knights, hunters, and students.


      “Wh-What... Why...?!” Despite it being exactly what he’d wanted to see, the delegate froze in shock the moment he saw the campgrounds. The soldiers who had been at the forefront were exchanging glances, unable to hide their bewilderment either.


      It was indeed the king there. He was immediately recognizable from afar with that large, muscular body, perfectly trimmed facial hair, and salt-and-pepper hair. It was, without a doubt, the ruler of the kingdom, Charles Constantine Royale. But...


      “Wh-Why is he...bare?”


      It wasn’t just a little bit of bare skin. Luckily, he still had his pants on, but the king of the kingdom was standing there completely topless. Fire fox flames didn’t burn clothes, so that had to mean...


      “He’s...an exhibitionist?” one of the soldiers whispered.


      “Y-Yeah... That... That’d explain it, all right.” Everyone agreed. Among all the dozens of people there, the king was the only one standing there shirtless. What was worse, he was kneeling before a girl who was standing in front of him. And once again, to reiterate, he was shirtless. He had to be kind of a freak to be like that.


      “Maybe...it’s because he’s royalty?”


      “Huh? Uh... Maybe...”


      “Yeah... That sounds like royalty...”


      While it was a shock to the soldiers, they agreed it was just something that happened. After all, the kings of the Western Empire had been gathering beautiful women from around the world and practically forcing them to come to the Western Empire under the guise of calling the women “saints.”


      “W-Wait... Look at that!”


      “O-Oh...”


      “That’s just...!”


      But that wasn’t all the soldiers noticed. It wasn’t just the king kneeling before her. There were several hunter and knight-looking people surrounding her, kneeling and looking up at her in pure enrapturement.


      The envoy snapped back to reality and turned to one of the soldiers next to him. “You there! You’ve got good eyes, don’t you? What’s going on down there?!”


      “Y-Yes, uh... What I can tell is that she seems as bewildered as a girl her age shou— Huh?”


      “What is it?”


      “Huh? Ah! Oooh?! Oh...!”


      “What is it, already?!”


      At that point, the envoy wasn’t the only one desperate to find out. The other soldiers were trying to listen in too.


      “Th-That girl... Well, every time the king’s muscles twitch...I can see her grinning!” The soldier’s eyes really were quite good. Too good, in fact, which was what led him to see something so awful.


      “What?”


      A girl surrounded by kneeling knights, hunters, and a shirtless king. All of them looking up at her in ecstasy. If she had been a normal noblewoman, she would have been so embarrassed to see a half-naked man in front of her, she likely would have fainted. But no, she wasn’t fainting. She was staring. And every time the king moved any of his massive muscles, she was apparently lapping it up with her eyes. Which meant...


      “She’s...a debutart.”


      “Wait, seriously?! A real debutart?!”


      “Y-Yeah... I mean, she’s looking right at his muscles.”


      “Whoa. Holy moly. This is the first time I’ve ever seen one...”


      The soldiers stirred more and more.


      “There’s no doubt about it.” The envoy confirmed. The ruler of the kingdom wasn’t the type to be swayed by thirst. Yet he was looking enraptured, half naked, kneeling before this girl. Therefore, this girl must have been someone very special. She must have been a bonafide debutart.


      In the Western Empire these days, ladies of the cloth and ladies of the night were two very different, yet incredibly similar concepts at the same time. Anyone who knew what saints were subjected to would have had a hard time denying it. The church would choose beautiful women from countries all around the world and declare them saints. The emperor would use the ones he liked. Then the royal family. Then the vassals who had performed particularly meritorious deeds. The saints were always going to be taken by one of them, and as far as the envoy was aware, while the degree of their mistreatment was different from person to person, most of them were “used up” within a few years. As such, there had been far fewer saints in recent years, meaning the vassals weren’t getting any at all. There were many beautiful women in the kingdom, so the church had set its sights on the kingdom as a place to collect more saints. But over the past few decades, that awful king had gotten in the way, stating that any saint would have to be more beautiful than his concubine, Rose. Thus, he’d rejected all claims of sainthood. Despite the fact that the delegate’s accomplishments were nothing to sneer at, he still had never gotten a saint. That was why, as he stared at the thirsty debutart the king was so fixated on, he thought...


      “I’ve got to have her.” The delegate’s potbelly jiggled as he chuckled. His grief over the loss of his saint would be paid with a lady of the night instead. He couldn’t have asked for better spoils of war. “I’ll step in first. Nobody kill that debutart.”


      The delegate then gave the signal to move in for the kill.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Well, well, well. If it isn’t His Majesty, the king. What a coincidence meeting you here,” the chief delegate’s voice rang out, his sentiment clearly facetious.


      “Huh?”


      “Wha?!”


      “Ah!”


      Nobody should have been able to intersect with the field trip, and especially not someone coming from that direction. The king and everyone at the camp turned toward the voice. There stood a portly man who was heavily armed.


      “Wha... You’re the chief delegate of the Western Empire, aren’t you?” Prince Edward gasped, then glared at the portly man. He could never forget the man’s vile face. He was the envoy who had insisted on seeing Emma during the social season because of the rumors of her sainthood.


      “Oh, you’re here too, second-born prince? Well, this might be the greatest stroke of luck I could have asked for! Truly, everything’s going my way!” The delegate sneered and mockingly lowered his head. “Unfortunately, what’s good for me isn’t exactly good for you.” He hadn’t a lick of respect for the prince at all, despite his “polite” bow.


      “Why are you here?” the king asked. The social season was over. It was long past the point where the king’s guests from around the world should have made it home. The man standing there shouldn’t have been in the kingdom anymore...rather, it was wrong for him to be there at that moment. How was it that someone like him had come out of the forest of a border land regularly infested with monsters? It was impossible not to be on guard.


      “Why do you think?” The delegate’s eyes twinkled with delight. He chortled to himself, unable to contain his joy that his scheme had been a success. He raised his right hand, and on that signal...


      Countless soldiers marched out of the forest, footsteps rustling in the greenery.


      “What in the world?!”


      There were hundreds of them even just within eyeshot, and there were even more gathered behind them. Each and every one of them were clad in armor and carrying weapons. It sure didn’t seem like they were here on a nice vacation with their work pals. Just by numbers alone, it seemed accurate to call it an entire army.


      “Hoh hoh... Nnnhyeh hyeh, heh heh heh! I am so very sorry to say, Your Majesty, that the Western Empire has decided to take over your kingdom.” The words that followed the chief delegate’s laughter ushered in the unimaginable. The delegate couldn’t contain himself.


      “Take over...?”


      There had never been a war between nations in this world. They were only ever at war with monsters, not people. The king, prince, and knights couldn’t quite grasp the full meaning of what the delegate was saying.


      “Take over...?” For the hunters, “taking over” was a thing monsters did. These were very much not monsters. Were they seriously saying that these humans were going to “take over” other humans’ land? It was unthinkable. Even the hunters, who could conceptualize what “taking over” entailed, couldn’t quite follow what the envoy was saying.


      “Take over... Wait, huh?! What?! You mean like an invasion?! They’re declaring war on us?!” The whole campground had gone silent as everyone struggled to comprehend what was happening, so William’s voice echoed across the grounds.


      “War is wrong! Under any circumstances!” Emma shouted after William.


      “Dude, why would you do something like that?!” George sputtered.


      “You absolute imbeciles!” Melsa continued.


      “You must be out of your damn minds! You can’t just go to war like it’s nothing!” Even Leonard, who was generally rather calm about these things, had reached a boiling point.


      The Western Empire was attacking the kingdom. The Tanaka family who had lived in another world were quicker to understand what was happening than anyone from this world. They wished they hadn’t. Even without having experienced the horrors of war themselves, just knowing about war was enough to make them unable to turn a blind eye. War was something that had to be avoided at all costs.


      “Gweh heh heh... The attacks on the capital should be starting right about now too... Phu hu hu!” He looked up at the setting sun, his body jiggling with every laugh at the family’s expense. Then, he caught sight of the knights out of the corner of his eye. “Oh, hold there! Don’t be so quick to reach for your swords, little knights. What could so few of you possibly hope to do?”


      There were only a few dozen knights on the kingdom’s side, and there appeared to be around a thousand Western Imperial soldiers. Even as they spoke, more soldiers were approaching. It was obvious from a glance how this fight would end. The envoy was astounded that anyone would be stupid enough to try drawing their swords before such overwhelming manpower.


      Unfortunately, the guards weren’t the only stupid ones here. “We won’t know what we’re capable of until we try.” The king, the one man everyone was meant to protect above all else, was standing at the fore as well.


      “What.” Even the envoy couldn’t believe their stupidity. The king was drawing his sword against an army of nearly a thousand people.


      “Wh—! Your Majesty, what do you think you’re doing?! Stand down!”


      “Agh, how could you get all heated for battle here?!”


      “Stay, Your Majesty! Stay! Sit!”


      The king’s personal guards all rushed to stop the king, who was practically ready to mutually declare this war.


      “Dear me. Must be awfully hard to serve such a fatuous king,” giggled the chief delegate. The king hadn’t even begged for his life. He just drew his sword right then and there. The envoy shrugged his shoulders, pitying the poor knights who were forced to serve such a visibly meatheaded king... Until... “Huh?”


      The very knights he’d been pitying seemed to have odd twinkles in their eyes too.


      “It’s no fair for you to take them all on your own, Your Majesty! We never get the chance to let loose like this!”


      “Yeah, exactly! If you jump into the fray and get yourself killed, we’ll have lost by default! We won’t have even gotten a chance to take a single swing!”


      “I’ve been waiting for this! All those weird, stupid monsters were frying my damn nerves! I can fight all I like against a human, though, right?! Sword or spear or any which way!”


      The king’s personal guard was composed of knights who had served under the king for many long years. They trained alongside the king himself. The king would participate no matter how much people protested, so the training just got harder and harder with every passing year. Because of that, there were plenty of people who dropped out even after becoming part of the king’s guard. While people dropped out one by one, unable to deal with the king’s grueling training, those who remained were some of the biggest, bravest battle maniacs in the country. Monsters were outside of their expertise, so they hadn’t been able to show their true strength during the field trip itself—but now they could fight to their hearts’ content.


      “Uh, wait... Huh? You can’t... What?”


      “No, no, no! You’ve gotta be sensible, knights!”


      “Wait! Seriously, wait!”


      The Tanaka siblings panicked.


      “Wh-Why are you so desperate to die?!”


      “S-Seriously, knock it off!”


      Melsa and Leonard also tried to stop the knights. They’d just survived a fire fox attack. They couldn’t let the knights die now.


      “Anyway, Your Majesty, you take His Highness and Lady Emma and her family out of here!” one of the knights shouted. They really didn’t think they could beat the Western Imperial Army. However, they’d readied themselves to do their knightly duty and protect their charge.


      “Yeeeeah!”


      The king’s guard was pumping themselves up, telling themselves they could stand long enough to let the king escape. The results would be the same whether the king was there or not. Any time they thought they might falter, they told themselves that this was their duty. Though their hands were shaking, they tightened their grips on their swords. Unlike with monsters, where you had to know everything before you fought, these were humans.


      Humans were the knights’ specialty, so they knew just how hopeless this fight would be against the Western Empire given the sheer numbers they faced. That was exactly why they forced themselves to smile and held their swords tight...just like Saint Emma Stewart, the debutante who’d risked her life to save them from the fire fox. They’d put on the bravest faces they possibly could if it meant getting her further away from this danger.


      “Can’t wait to find out what these Western Imperials are made of.”


      “Same. We can finally let loose for once.”


      “Heh... I’m pretty much shaking in excitement.”


      While their lord was one thing, they were truly honored knowing that they could protect the saint who had saved their lives. They had already lost their minds. As sudden as it was, they’d become hardcore fanatics of the Church of Emma. This had become a fight to protect their saint. It was a holy war now.


      “Wh-What in the world...?” This was a fight they had no hope of winning, but the kingdom’s knights were all smiling with their swords at the ready. The oddity of this situation was causing more of a stir among the Western Imperial soldiers, who actually had to fight, than the delegate.


      There wasn’t a single soldier this loyal within the Western Empire. These people were surrounded by a legion of soldiers. They had to know there was no hope of winning, but they were smiling, knowing they were certainly going to die. None of the Imperial soldiers could understand what they had to smile about.


      “Wait... You don’t think...they’re a bunch of masochists, do you?” One of the soldiers whispered.


      “Wait, what?”


      “Oh... That might make sense...!”


      “Which means that... Oh...!”


      Nobody could have expected that such a simple offhanded comment would decide the outcome of this war. In fact, that might have been exactly why the idea spread so easily among the army.


      Those knights are huge masochists.


      None of the soldiers could have understood the knight’s fealty or creeds. But if it wasn’t loyalty (or creed or whatnot) but a fetish? Well, fetishes were limitless. Just thinking of it as a single fetish out of the infinite fetishes out there, the Western Imperials were forced to understand them now. Many of them had seen the kind of debauchery the Western Empire’s royal family got up to.


      When people are confronted with something they can’t understand, they tend to do mental gymnastics to turn it into something they can understand. The knights of the Western Empire assumed that clearly, the kingdom’s soldiers must have been influenced by their own royal family’s debauchery. After all, they had found them all kneeling before that debutart, all while their campgrounds had burnt to a crisp from monster attacks. And the shirtless king was among them.


      Yep. They’re masochists, all right.


      In other words, pain was pleasure for them. And that was extremely...


      “Gross...”


      All the Western Imperial soldiers were thinking it. They didn’t want to deal with it. With this overwhelming military might, there was no way they could possibly lose. It was an easy job. But none of them wanted to get close. It was just too gross. This incredible, shining moment for them, the very first war of aggression in the world, was now turning into a fetish-fest to turn the opposing army on.


      “Your Majesty! Take the saint and run!”


      “We won’t let these lives the saint gave us go to waste!”


      “Just run away and don’t look back!”


      The knights, who had unilaterally decided to hold the army off, continued smiling, just as Emma had taught them. The saint had saved them from despair. It was their turn to protect her. They were entirely pure in their intentions. They just wanted to hold the line while the others got to safety. For their honor, this humble narrator must make it absolutely clear that there was not a single shred of kink involved in this.


      Unfortunately...


      “They’re...still smiling...”


      “Eugh... They’re getting turned on right from the outset...”


      “And they’re begging that debutart to do abandonment play too...”


      The moment the Western Imperials saw the knights doing everything in their power to fulfill their duties, it instead turned into begging their master for an abandonment scene. This was just a fight to turn these guys on...it was a holey war.


      “These guys are so freaky...”


      “You don’t think we’d wind up like that if they caught us, do you? Lord above, I hope not...”


      The soldiers had arbitrarily decided the knights were into this, and they perceived it as such extreme fetish material that it was now starting to scare them. Normally, it would have been a minor issue that just took them slightly aback. Yet we mustn’t forget that the Western Imperial Army were still under the rainbow raccoons’ influence. Being taken aback was one thing, but that tiny bit of fear was being intensified several times, and only getting worse. That was the true fearsome power of the rainbow raccoons.


      It was all because that one soldier had felt the need to whisper that the knights were a bunch of masochists. That creeping fear steadily spread throughout the soldiers and eroded their reason.


      “Eek!”


      “S-Stay back! I’m not into getting hit!”


      “Back off! I’m not stripping here! You can’t make me!”


      The Western Imperial soldiers were now starting to hallucinate that the kingdom’s knights were nothing more than a bunch of perverts surrounding them. Each of the nearly one thousand soldiers were thinking up the worst pervert they could imagine. That perversion was doubled by the rainbow raccoons, and it now looked like a thousand of the most perverted perverts to ever pervert were charging right at them. It was horrifying.


      “Nooooooo!” One person clamped their hands over their ears.


      “Don’t come any closer!” Another person covered their eyes.


      “Eeek! Ah...? Oh...” Another person had awakened to a whole new world and bit his lip in anticipation.


      In an instant, the rainbow raccoons’ illusions made those thousand soldiers fall into a kink-based panic.


      “Wh-What’s going on?! What’s wrong with you all?! What happened?!” Having been at the forefront, the chief delegate hadn’t heard the whispers of any crazed masochists, so he was especially bewildered by the sudden panic.


      “Wh-What’s going on with them?”


      “Huh?”


      It wasn’t just the delegate who was confused. The knights hadn’t actually made their move either. They were just standing there.


      “What?”


      “What’s with them?”


      The king, prince, hunters, and even the Stewarts couldn’t grasp what was happening. After all, none of them knew that the Western Imperial Army had encountered a new pack of rainbow raccoons. To them, it just looked like everyone went crazy.


      “What’s...happening over there?”


      The Western Imperial soldiers all started screaming at once, as they were trapped in the illusions from the rainbow raccoons’ curse. Because a thousand soldiers started screaming all at once, it was loud. Extremely loud. And in between all those screams that were loud enough to make one want to cover their ears, everyone began to hear a loud thump, thump lashing against the ground.


      “Hmm? Oh no!” By the time Emma realized what that sound was, it was too late.


      That thumping sound was from General Kongming, because cats hate loud sounds. While she could deal with some degree of noise, this was too much for her. After all, it was the screams of around a thousand people. Kongming’s tail, which always gave away how she was feeling, had been whipping the ground. Thump. Thump. This was the easiest way to tell that Kongming was furious.


      “Mrah!”


      “Ack, Kongming?! Where are you...”


      Before Emma could stop her, Kongming had leaped into the fray of the soldiers who’d started the commotion and...


      Bap. Bap. Bapbapbapbapbap.


      She began bapping them one after another. Kongming had gone mad.


      “Aaaagh! What is this creature?! One of the debutart’s holey beasts?!”


      Bop.


      “A what?! Holey...what?!”


      Bop.


      “Huh?”


      Bop.


      Kongming was bapping soldiers left and right before they could get a word in edgewise. She was like a mallet that came down on anyone who cried to shut them up.


      “Those kitty paws are amazing...”


      “Way to go, Kongming! You truly are a holy beast!”


      “The sacred cat who protects the saint!”


      All the Skyte hunters praised Kongming. After seeing her take down those soldiers with total efficiency, they felt their victory was assured.


      “Oh... Yeah, that was pretty loud, huh? Poor Kongming... Welp, it’s fine, huh? Oh! I know!” Emma picked up the dowsing blanket as she watched the Western Imperials go down with the paw. Then (even though it had been so beautifully crocheted) she started unraveling it without a shred of hesitation. “We can tie up all the soldiers with this!”


      The thread they’d crocheted the dowsing blanket from had been made with Violet’s webbing. It was likely the strongest and most durable string in the world. If they tied up the soldiers using it, they wouldn’t be able to run away even after they came to. Emma was quite proud of this idea, and she showed it with a cocky grin on her face.


      “Tie us up?!”


      Bop.


      “Egad, we’re doing bondage now?!”


      Bop.


      “She’s a debutart! A bonafide debutart!”


      Bop.


      While Emma’s suggestion had been quiet enough that they couldn’t have heard it, the rainbow raccoon’s illusions wouldn’t let them escape her suggestion that easily. The soldiers were already susceptible to such ideas, so Emma’s voice went straight to their mind and inspired even more panic. And of course, after that, Kongming shut them up with a swift smack. The soldiers were already in a battle against their own fears (the perverts), so they couldn’t fight back against the furry fury that came after them.


      “Cats...do pack a powerful punch...” The king had been on the receiving end of one of those cat smacks and it made him shudder to remember. Of course, he was shirtless, so he was likely also cold.


      And so, the great offensive had fully turned on its head.


      “What is with that awful beast?! What’s happening to you all?! What’s happening to us?! This is impossible! How could the Western Empire lose here?! How could we lose to a kingdom with a naked king! He’s naked, for crying out loud!” The delegate couldn’t comprehend how the tide had turned on their war efforts so quickly. Their perfect plan had completely crumbled like it was nothing. How could they lose when they had numbers on their side?! And what was that beast?! And why was the king shirtless?!


      Emma raised her hand. “Oh, I think you’re misunderstanding something!” After hearing the delegate, she felt bad thinking that her beloved silver fox of a king was being accused of being a pervert. “He’s only shirtless because I stripped him while he was sleeping!”


      The only reason she’d removed his shirt was to clean off the monster blood so they could safely wake him up after he’d gone all “hoo-ha” crazy in the forest. There weren’t any ulterior motives whatsoever (or were there)? After all, it was true that they needed to do it so he could recover safely.


      “Oh, right...”


      “Lady Emma did indeed...”


      “She’s a saint through and through...”


      All the knights remembered her actions in the forest. It was the saint(’s cat) who had stopped the king’s rampage. Unfortunately, Emma’s wording was a problem, as the delegate’s face now contorted in fear.


      “You...you stripped him? While he was sleeping?! What kind of debutart are—?!”


      Bop.


      The chief delegate’s huge misunderstanding had him shrilly raising his voice, which Kongming silenced with her powerful paw pads.


      “Myah!”


      Before they knew it, every last one of the thousand or so soldiers had been knocked out.


      “Good work, Kongming.”


      Thus, the world’s first offensive war was brought to an end in seconds by Kongming’s pink fuzzy toe beans.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 99: A Fearful Prison


      “So...what are we going to do?” the bound mages anxiously asked Juana inside the dimly lit carriage where they were being held. There was only a tiny skylight inside. If things had worked as planned, the moment the barrage on the capital had ended, Juana and the other mages would have been done with their mission. They would have taken off from the ship in Simmons Harbor and gone right back to the Western Empire. They’d attacked from the harbor, which was far enough away from the capital that there shouldn’t have been any danger. Being surrounded by the kingdom’s knights, arrested, and thrown into a carriage going who-knows-where was absolutely not in the cards, and neither was them being unable to use magic.


      These mages were unable to use magic at all. Fear crept into all of their hearts, making them even more worried.


      None of them had thought the kingdom, which had no mages, would have had any way of sealing a mage’s powers. The mages who’d worked under Juana for many long years had been the world’s leading researchers of magic and thought they knew more about magic than anyone else in the world.


      Maybe their plan had somehow been leaked to the kingdom.


      They still couldn’t believe what had happened a mere few hours ago. That freckled boy who seemed to know everything had truly terrified the mages. However...


      “We just wait.” Juana didn’t say they were to run. She didn’t give any answers for why they couldn’t use magic. All she said was to wait. The other mages were crestfallen.


      “Hmph. No need to worry so much.” While Juana couldn’t see her subordinates’ expressions in the dim light, Juana chuckled, sensing their apprehension. She wasn’t just putting on a brave face. All it took was a bit of thinking to realize it wasn’t nearly as serious as they thought.


      Certainly for the time being, they couldn’t use their magic and had been bound by the kingdom’s people. However, they’d managed to carry out their most important mission: the bombardment on the capital. Now that they’d done what they’d set out to do, they only had one thing left.


      “We wait for the army.” That was the only thing they could do in their current situation. Now that the sun had set, the Western Imperial Army should have started their invasion. The Skyte region ought to be in much the same state as the capital with the army firing upon it from their magic circle. It was likely a terrible sight. Regardless of what happened, the kingdom would now belong to the Western Empire. And besides...


      “Heh...” Juana sneered. “We’re mages, remember?” Juana and her underlings were the cream of the crop, who the Western Empire had searched far and wide to gather. There was no country in any world who would dare rough up mages. No matter what happened to them, they knew they would be kept alive.


      What was more, they were in the kingdom, which hadn’t seen a mage for over thirty years. They were likely the most desperate to get their hands on a mage of any country. There really wasn’t any chance that the army could lose, but even in the insane chance that they did, Juana and her mages wouldn’t come to any harm. That was just how valuable they were.


      “R-Right... The army will come save us.” The other mages slid down onto the shaking carriage floor in relief. What they didn’t know was that that carriage was making its way through the capital they assumed they’d turned into a sea of fire. They would soon find out just how wrong Juana’s thinking had been. They would learn that there certainly was a hell on earth waiting to swallow them whole, valued mages or not.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Care to explain why we’re stopping in a place like this?”


      “This is the safest place in the kingdom.” Joshua hopped down from the carriage to placate the knights approaching him. They’d just arrived before the Stewart family’s estate in the capital with the Western Imperial mages tied up in the several carriages they’d brought along with them.


      Just as Joshua had predicted, there had been no changes in the capital overnight. As far as he could see from his carriage, there didn’t seem to be any damages to any of the streets or buildings. It was as though there hadn’t been any cannonfire at all. There were lights coming from the houses, and the capital was peacefully heading to sleep. There was no sign of this hellfire on the dark, quiet capital. While they couldn’t be certain all was well until daylight broke, the fact that they’d been able to make it all the way to the Stewart manor without having to stop along the way was proof enough. The capital was safe. It was so peaceful that the knights seemed almost let down by it. While they’d been following after the Rothschild Company’s carriage that had been at the front, they couldn’t not say something when it stopped in front of the Stewart household.


      The knights thought they should report to the castle first and foremost. There were plenty of knights stationed there, and it had a dungeon they could keep their prisoners in. While the king was absent, truthfully, it was more likely they’d be able to resolve this peacefully with the queen at the helm. What was more, they’d heard the firstborn prince had returned to the kingdom for a time and was right there in the castle. The castle was right there. The knights couldn’t understand why Joshua would have stopped in front of the Stewart manor instead.


      “We don’t have any guarantees that the castle is safe right now,” Joshua calmly explained to the confused knights. Saint Juana had been a mage for the Western Empire. Given that she’d been living in the castle, there was no way to know that it was absolutely safe. It was also odd to him that the firstborn prince, who had been studying in the Western Empire as it had turned against them, should come home at a time like this. Joshua couldn’t know whether it was a coincidence, a necessity, or even if the firstborn prince had been in his right mind when he returned. If Juana had managed to cast a spell on the entire castle, it would be extremely difficult for Joshua and the dozens of knights he had to fight them off. He’d asked the Eastern Empire’s ninjas to keep watch for any Western Imperial soldiers or sailors, so Joshua himself didn’t have much in the way of numbers. He’d even thought about relying on the cats for help if push came to shove.


      “I’ve already sent a top secret message to Lady Rose. However, I don’t know just how far that message has spread through the castle. That’s why I’d like us to wait before we head to the castle.” Joshua bowed his head before the knights.


      “O-Oh... That makes sense!” The knights were shocked by just how thoughtful and well prepared the boy before them was. Though he was just a boy, he was still a merchant, after all. The knights wouldn’t have been able to contact the royal family in such confidence.


      “For the time being, I’d like to confirm that the castle is safe. It won’t be long after that that we can bring the prisoners as well.”


      “All right...”


      Having convinced the knights, Joshua went and knocked on the smaller door next to the Stewart manor’s large gate. This was the only place they could leave a bunch of ruthless criminals who’d tried to burn the capital to the ground.


      “Oho? Why, if it isn’t young Joshua!” Evan, the gatekeeper, came to greet them, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.


      “Hello, Evan. I apologize for coming to you so late. I have some people I’d like you to look after.” Joshua glanced at the carriages lined up before the gate.


      “Ah... I see?” The carriages Joshua indicated were surrounded by brawny knights. Evan could tell that some kind of incident must have occurred. Evan cheerfully opened the large gate to let the carriages through, regardless of the fact that his masters were absent and they were visiting in the middle of the night. He wouldn’t have been able to work for the Stewarts if he couldn’t make such a decision. Once the carriages had been let through, Joshua whispered the destination into the coach’s ear.


      The coach, who worked with the Rothschild Company and often came by the Stewart manor, balked. “What?! Over there?!”


      “It’s the safest place for them,” Joshua responded with a smile as the coach started to tremble.


      “S-Safe...?” The coach could only sympathize with their “guests” from the bottom of his heart now. The knights had gone to see if the castle was safe, so the only carriage that remained was the Rothschild Company carriage with the mages in it.


      After several dozen minutes of crossing the premises...


      “Y-You’re really sure this is the place?” The coach pulled on the reins, stopping his carriage quite far away from the main manor. On the large Stewart land was a single cave...the cave where the insect-loving Lady Emma kept her favorite bugs. Even just thinking about those bugs made the coach tremble even more.


      Joshua knocked on the entrance to the cavern. While most people might wonder why he would knock for a bunch of bugs, the coach just accepted it like it was normal. After all, those...things could barely be considered bugs.


      Skitter skitter?


      “Eeeek!” They were so horrifying that the coach covered his eyes. No matter how many times he saw them, he just couldn’t get used to them. Joshua shrugged and told the coach to go remove the horses’ harnesses, then went to greet the amblypygids at the door (entrance of the cavern). He’d heard they were nocturnal, so he knew they wouldn’t turn down a late-night visit.


      “I have something I’d like you to look after. Can you do that for me?” Joshua spoke to the amblypygids the same way that insect-loving debutante did. The bugs were very intelligent. After having watched them for some time, he’d realized they could understand human speech.


      Skitter skitter? Skitter skitter? (Wait...what?)


      The inside of the cave was pitch-black, and he could faintly hear the sound of the amblypygids moving about inside.


      “That’d help me out quite a bit.”


      S-Skitter? (W-Wait, huh?)


      Unfortunately, Joshua didn’t understand amblypygid-ese. However, these were very kind and well-behaved bugs, so they knew they couldn’t turn down a favor. Joshua asked first, so he was going to get what he wanted.


      “I’m counting on you all. Oh, please just make sure they don’t escape, okay?”


      Skitter? S-Skitter... (Huh? Uh... Yeah, sure.)


      In the end, Joshua bugging the kindly insects worked in his favor, as they agreed to his demands.


      “U-Um... I’m done now...” the coach announced, nearly in tears after having finished removing the horses’ harnesses. Having been freed, the horses went to a stream flowing across the grounds to quench their thirst.


      “Wonderful. Now, we just need to attach the rope to the hook on the back of the carriage... Ah, thank you.” The coach, who wanted to get away from the cave as quickly as possible, hooked the rope onto the carriage and handed the rope to Joshua before he’d finished. “Well, they’re in your hands now,” Joshua said, putting the rope around an amblypygi’s long pedipalp.


      Skitter! (Yup yup!)


      As the amblypygids retreated back into the cavern, the carriage Juana and the mages were in was slowly swallowed by the darkness.


      “Thank you so much! I’ll bring something nice to thank you with later!” Joshua waved as the carriage was sucked into the darkness.


      “Euuuugh...” The Rothschild Company coach could only pray for the mages’ safety now. No matter how bad they had been, this punishment was enough for him to feel sorry for anyone.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 100: Service with a Skitter


      The amblypygids were uncertain. While Joshua had asked them to take care of his guests, they wouldn’t come out of their carriage.


      Skitter? Skitter skitter... (What should we do? How can we make them feel welcome?)


      Skitter... (I don’t know...)


      Skitter! (Oh!)


      Skitter skitter? (What is it?)


      Skitter skit skit skitter, skitter skitter! (Humans usually sleep at night, so maybe they’re just sleeping!)


      Skitter skitter... (Oh, that makes sense...)


      There was a pause in the skittering.


      Skitter? (You don’t think they’re cold, do you?)


      Skitter skitter? (Lady Emma’s always saying the cave is awfully cold, isn’t she?)


      Skitter? (And what if they’re hungry?)


      Skitter skitter? (Lady Emma’s always saying how hungry she is too, isn’t she?)


      They paused again.


      Skitter... (Hey...)


      Skitter? (Yeah?)


      Skitter skitter? (Why don’t we go check on them?)


      The amblypygids were too kind to let the guests simply be.


      Meanwhile, in the carriage, Juana and the other mages were unable to move, bound by Violet’s webbing, and pricking up their ears trying to get any hints about what was happening around them.


      “It’s pitch-black...”


      Joshua had put the entire carriage into the cavern with the amblypygids, so even the little moonlight that had shone in through the sunroof had disappeared.


      “L-Lady Juana... The carriage hasn’t moved in a while... Where have they taken us?” The mages were trembling. In the Western Empire, they had enough magic stones to keep the streets lit even in the evening, so they weren’t used to such darkness. While the moonlight hadn’t been all that bright, it was so dark now that they couldn’t even see people sitting right next to them.


      “Heh. They probably just put us in a random building or something.” In the kingdom, they had to use lamps, candles, or torches to see in the dark, but she knew the knights weren’t stupid enough to put fire anywhere near the carriage with all the prisoners in it.


      “I’ve been hearing something for a while now... Could you all keep it down?” One of the mages next to Juana kept picking up on some sound between the conversation and asked the others to quiet themselves so he could hear better.


      Sk... Skitter skitter...


      Skitter...


      “Oh, there’s definitely something out there!” After listening closer, it sounded like something—or things—were crawling on the ground all around them. “It sounds like a bunch of bugs, but...eugh, I really hope it’s not bugs...!” One of the mages, a city boy through and through, shuddered at the off-putting sound.


      “Bugs? Whatever’s out there is way too big to be a bunch of bugs. It’s... Uh, what is that?” Juana was starting to feel on edge thanks to the loud sounds.


      “Maybe a bunch of really big bugs...?” The city boy mage went pale.


      “C’mon, dude...” A country mage sighed in exasperation. Bugs could only get so big.


      “Oh, don’t give me that! We’re in a foreign land! There might be bigger bugs out there! You just don’t know about them!” The city boy mage pouted and raised his voice. After all, if he stopped talking, he would start hearing more of those skittering sounds and get even more freaked out.


      “To be fair, it’d be better if they were really big, right? If they were tiny, they could crawl in through the cracks in the carriage, but they won’t be able to get in that easily if they’re huge.” The carriage the mages had been tied up in was a simple design with nothing more than a tiny skylight, yet the walls and floor were shockingly sturdy. Adding its large size to that, if they’d been told it was made to transport monsters around, they would’ve bought it in a second.


      “Ugh, stop! I feel sick just thinking about bugs coming after me when I can’t move like this!” The city mage started shivering, picturing bugs invading the carriage.


      “You’re a grown man. Quit freaking out over a damn bug or two.” The country mage laughed, but that laughter went quiet very quickly. After all, whatever was making that sound was definitely out there...and unfortunately, their conversation was full of unlucky flags.


      Skitter skitter skitter.


      Skitter skitter skitter.


      “H-Hey... Is it just me, or does it sound like there’s more of them now?”


      “Huh? I guess... But we’ll be fine while we’re in here, right?”


      An odd thing about humans was that when they lose their sight entirely, their sense of hearing gets even sharper. Since the mages didn’t have anything else to occupy themselves, all they could do was focus on that skittering sound and make themselves more and more anxious. The thought of what could be making that skittering sound was making the mages’ imaginations run wild.


      “Those things have gotta be too big to get in through the skylight, right?”


      “Yeah. Absolutely.”


      The mages were so desperate for comfort that they started asking each other what they’d heard just to ease their worrying minds. They didn’t know what was out there, but they wanted to believe that they were safe as long as they were inside the carriage. The skittering in the dark was simply that terrifying.


      Unfortunately, those hopes would be dashed entirely. Emma’s beloved amblies could indeed enter the carriage, as the carriage the mages were in was one of the Rothschild Company’s. The very same kind that the amblypygids had ridden in on the journey to the Eastern Empire. They’d used that carriage as their home for the two months they’d stayed in the Eastern Empire, so it was easy as pie for them to open the carriage doors.


      Click.


      Creeeeeak...


      “Huh?”


      In the darkness, the mages heard that door, the one they’d all hoped was an impregnable fortress protecting them from the outside, open. Then, the horrifying skittering came into the carriage. It was those kind amblypygids.


      Skitter skitter! Skitter skitter? Skitter? (Hello there, guests! Are you cold? Are you hungry?)


      “Eeek!” They could feel the creatures’ presence, but couldn’t see anything. Even with the door open, it was pitch-black.


      Skitter skitter! (If you’d like, we caught this flying fox earlier. You’re welcome to have it!)


      Slam!


      The amblypygids tossed the veritable feast into the carriage. They were so proud of themselves for being able to provide it.


      “Yeeeeagh!” Unfortunately, the mages screamed at the sounds of skittering and something falling so near to them.


      Skitter skitter? Skitter! (Hey, what’s this about? Our guests are all tied up!)


      The amblypygids realized that the guests they were trying to welcome had been bound this whole time.


      “Someone help! We won’t do it again! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! I’m sorry! Don’t come any closer! Please, don’t come any closer!” As the horrors drew nearer, the mages all started giving their best apologies with their heads bowed.


      Skitter! (How could someone do this to you? We’ll get you free right away!)


      The amblypygids were worried sick about their guests.


      “No, don’t come any closer! Stay back! Stay back! Stay away from meeee!” No matter how hard they apologized, the skittering kept getting closer and closer, sending the mages into a panic. Then, the amblypygids recognized the threads that were binding their guests.


      Skitter skitter! (Oh no... This is some of Sister Violet’s webbing...!)


      Skitter... (Oh... We can’t cut through this...)


      Skitter skitter? (Should we call for the cats?)


      Skitter? (Should we?)


      Skitter! (Oh...!)


      Skitter skitter... (Our guests fell asleep...)


      It was all too much for the mages. They had all fainted in fear.


      “This is ridiculous! How could you treat us this way?! Hey! T-Talk to me! Say something!” At least, all but one of them had. Juana, who was still conscious, was utterly shocked.


      Skitter skiiitter! (Oh, one’s still awake!)


      Skitter skitter? (Is there anything we can get for you, ma’am?)


      Skitter skitter? (Would you like a massage?)


      “No... No! Don’t come any closer! Don’t touch me! Don’t squeeze me!”


      Skitter skitter! (Oof, you’re awfully tense!)


      “I-I’m a mage! You can’t possibly think you’ll get away with... Ah, stop it! Stop! Help! I’m sorryyyyyyy!” Thump.


      Skitter skitter? (Oh? She fell asleep too?)


      Skitter skitter! (Well, it is night time.)


      Skitter skitter! (Oh, she’s shivering!)


      Skitter? (You think she’s cold?)


      Skitter skitter! (Let’s all cuddle up to keep her warm!)


      Skitter skitter! (Sounds great!)


      That was only the beginning of Juana and the mages’ hellish imprisonment. They’d awaken from their nightmares, find themselves surrounded by amblypygids, and all of the sweet bugs would start skittering about to try and take care of them. It was so horrifying that they’d all pass out all over again. Once they woke up, the amblypygids were waiting...


      It was nothing but never-ending suffering until Joshua came to pick them up. After they’d been freed from that hell, the mages swore from the bottoms of their hearts that they would never do such a thing again. They complied with every single interrogation without a shred of hesitation or lies. It was almost too easy for the kingdom.


      Afterward, Joshua said, “Look, I was nice enough to keep them in their carriage in that cave so they wouldn’t have to see the amblypygids.”


      That little bit of consideration was the very thinnest line that kept Juana and the mages from going completely mad from fear.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 101: Joshua’s Mistake


      The infinite hell the mages had been through came to a very sudden end. After endless cycles of fainting and awakening, Juana and the mages’ consciousnesses were hazy as they felt a gentle swaying beneath them.


      “I-It’s...light out...?” Light was streaming in through the small sunroof. They realized that the carriage must have moved from that pitch-black hell back into the world. There were only mages among them. There was no sign of the awful monsters that had skittered around in the darkness.


      Click...


      Before any of them could breathe a sigh of relief, they heard the door to the carriage open.


      “Eeek!” Juana and the mages all instinctively drew back at the sound. The thought that those monsters from hell were back had them squeaking in fear without any shame or dignity. None of them had the courage to see those things in the light.


      “Oh, good morning. Did you all sleep well?”


      What they heard was a human’s voice. Not a skitter. Not a skitter skitter. And not a skitter skit. It was just a human’s voice, and one they’d heard before.


      The person who’d opened the door was that freckled boy from before. The one who was responsible for throwing them into the pits of agony and fear. Yet on the other hand, he was the one person they thought could save them from the hell they’d found themselves in. If anyone could rescue them, it would have been him.


      “Ah... Ah...” They’d been quivering from head to toe, which made it hard to speak. They were overwhelmed with joy that something so unbelievable could happen. They were so thrilled there weren’t any of those monsters on the other side of the door, it made them want to cry out. They were free. They’d never known joy so great. All they could find in their heart to say was words of thanks.


      “Ah, well. Glad to see you’re all in one piece.” It didn’t matter how much of a demon the boy sounded like. It had only been one night—or more precisely, they’d only been subject to the amblypygids’ kindness for a few hours. While Joshua looked rather tired from working on end without sleep, the prisoners looked far more worse for wear. In only a few hours, that feeling of utter omnipotent confidence Juana had previously exuded was gone entirely. Up until the amblypygids’ reception, she’d been more than certain that the Western Imperial Army would come to rescue them from the borders even if they were bound and unable to use magic...but whatever those things were, the army couldn’t have stood a chance against them. Juana was now certain that the Western Empire had lost. They’d tried to invade a country that housed creatures none should ever come in contact with.


      “I have a few things I’d like to ask you before they pick you up and take you to the castle,” the freckled said to Juana in a low voice.


      “Th-The castle...?” The castle was supposed to have been burned to the ground in cannonfire, yet the boy spoke of it so casually. What was more, the fact that this merchant boy was trying to get information before the royal family was odd no matter how one thought about it. Was he trying to get the details of the Western Empire’s plans before the king, prime minister, and captain of the knights himself? Was he trying to become the next king? His innocent face belied such malice. However...


      “Ask me anything,” Juana responded. That was all she could do. She didn’t have any choice but to do as the boy asked if she didn’t want to get sent back to that horrible, awful, terrible place again. All sense of loyalty to the Western Empire had faded in Juana. All she had left was the joy that she could live another day and the fear that she might someday be sent back to that hellhole.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Just a little bit earlier...


      “We’re hooome! Thanks for all the help, Kongming!”


      “Myaaah!”


      Emma stood up and stretched, jumped out of the carriage, and rushed over to Kongming.


      “Whoa, how in the heck?!” Huey, the young slums ninja, poked his head out next and rubbed his eyes in disbelief. They’d just taken off the night before and had already made it back to the Stewart manor in the capital the very next day.


      “Oh? Is that you, Lady Emma?” The gatekeeper, Evan, trotted over to greet them as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “I thought you weren’t due back for a few more days...” The gatekeeper gave an awkward smile at his masters’ early return. He appeared concerned. Had something happened? Or rather...had his masters done something again?


      “Hello, Evan. We’d heard some pretty frightening things might’ve happened, but...well, it looks like everything’s fine here.”


      “Huh? Ah, yes, it’s been rather uneventful here...”


      Leonard came out of the carriage after Huey and raised his hand to Evan. Seeing his master smiling up at the mansion and being relieved that nothing had happened to it made Evan even more nervous.


      “O-Oh, I’m so glad the capital’s safe!”


      “Same!”


      Afterward, William and George came out of the carriage...


      “Nothing happening is the best we could ask for.”


      ...followed by Melsa. Leonard helped her down from the carriage with a practiced movement.


      After a whole lot of ado, the family was able to tie up the Western Imperial Army and leave the Skyte region the night before. The Skyte lord had tried to stop them, insisting the roads were too dangerous at night, but they retorted that cats had good night vision and took off with no more than the clothes on their backs. They were so worried about the capital that they asked Kongming to take over for the horses. What the family didn’t know, because they were dead asleep in the carriage, was that they’d passed the carriages that had left the field trip before them.


      “You did great too, Violet!”


      Skitter skitter!


      The spider atop Kongming’s head hopped onto Emma’s shoulder, jumping as if to say it was easy for a spider like her. No matter how fast one had been going, it would have taken a carriage four whole days to make it from the Skyte region to the capital. But with the Kongming-Violet tag team, they managed to get back overnight.


      “Myaaah!” After Evan removed the harness Kongming had used to pull the carriage, she washed her face happily, satisfied from a long run after having been idle for so long.


      “Wh— Lady Emma?!” Joshua came running, his eyes wide in shock. Joshua had left Juana and the others with the amblypygids and gone home to finish up the work that had piled up while he dealt with the unusual circumstances. He’d just returned to find that the Stewarts were already home.


      “Oh, morning, Joshua!”


      “Ngah!” Seeing Emma waving her hand at him, Joshua practically crumbled to his knees.


      “Joshua?”


      “What’s wrong?”


      “Are you all right?!”


      The three siblings all reached out to help him up.


      “I’m so glad to see you’re okay!” Without a shred of hesitation, Joshua reached out and grabbed Emma’s hand out of the three, breathing a deep sigh of relief. While he knew in his head that she’d be fine with her family, Kongming, and Violet by her side, he still couldn’t hide his joy at seeing her safe and sound in the flesh.


      “Hee hee. Happy to be home.” Emma squeezed Joshua’s hand and grinned. The capital, the manor, and Joshua were all safe, and she couldn’t have been happier.


      “Hah... Haaawah! Y-You always have a home here! Thank you for your charity!”


      Fwump.


      “Whoa, Joshua!”


      “Joshua!”


      Unfortunately, seeing Emma’s smile lit up by the morning sun behind her was far too much for poor, sleep-deprived Joshua to handle, and he collapsed to the ground once more.


      “Emma, what did you do?!”


      “Seriously, sis, what’s wrong with you?!”


      George and William glared at Emma, kneeling down to try and help the boy up, as he was now lying supine and in a daze.


      “Huh? What did I do? Huh?!” She had no idea what they were accusing her of.


      “Myah!” Kongming sniffed Joshua and said he smelled awfully happy, so he was definitely fine, but then... “Myah?” Suddenly, her nose twitched and Kongming started sniffing around her.


      “What’s wrong, Kongming?”


      “Mrowr!”


      “Huh?”


      Kongming swiftly wrapped her body around Emma.


      “Myah!” Then, she mercilessly began beating Joshua awake with her tail, caring not that he was about to fall asleep after having stayed awake for around thirty-five hours straight.


      “N-Nngh... What...? What is this...fluffy...slappy thing...?”


      “Myah!”


      “Ack!” When Joshua awoke, he found Kongming’s face getting closer and closer to him.


      “Kongming?”


      “What’s the matter?”


      Leonard and Melsa could tell Kongming was suddenly going into Protection Mode. Her tail was puffed and they could see she was on edge.


      “Myah myah!”


      “What?” As Emma pet Kongming’s fluffy fur, she suddenly started looking around.


      “Sis, what’s Kongming saying?”


      “Emma?” Melsa put her hands on Emma’s shoulders to try and calm her.


      “She said that...that Saint Juana’s here...” Emma’s voice trembled, and her smile had faded entirely.


      At that moment, Joshua leaped up and screamed. “I’m so sorry!”


      “What for? Explain yourself,” Melsa insisted.


      “Yes, ma’am. After tying her up at Simmons Harbor, I placed her in the cavern with the amblypygids until we could guarantee the castle was safe. She’s tied up with Violet’s web, so she can’t use any magic, but still! I’m so sorry!” Because the family came home before Joshua predicted, he’d accidentally brought Juana and Emma together. “I-I’ll get them to the castle right away! I’ll do it before you can even see them, Lady Emma!”


      This was entirely Joshua’s mistake. Even though Joshua knew the Stewarts hardly ever did things as expected, he’d still brought Juana to the Stewart household. It wasn’t as though he’d forgotten how terrified Emma had been when she’d first seen Juana. In fact, he could never forget it. And yet, he had been too cautious and too guarded when confronted with real mages, so he’d chosen to leave Juana and her crew to the amblypygids. It was the actions of Joshua and Joshua alone that had hurt Emma, and he was agonizing over it.


      “I-I can’t believe... How could I have done something so stupid!” No matter how advantageous it was, Emma should have been his first priority.


      Just how pathetic am I?! I made Emma sad. No matter how tired I was, no matter how little I’d slept, no matter how swamped I was with work, this was the one thing I couldn’t mess up, and I did it anyway! I’m utter scum!


      Joshua was growing paler by the second, lamenting his mistake until...


      “Myah?”


      Emma pushed her way out of Kongming’s protective ball and held Joshua’s hand.


      “Joshua, it’s okay. I’m okay.” Her voice was no longer trembling.


      “Lady...Emma...?” He was taken aback as she firmly held his hand. It was like her fear when she heard Juana’s name was all a dream. However...


      “Sis!”


      “Emma!”


      “We need to get out of here, fast!”


      “Right, let’s go!”


      The family was quick on their feet. George and William took Emma’s hands, while Leonard and Melsa pressed them forward while keeping an eye on their surroundings.


      “Myah!”


      Skitter skitter!


      Kongming and Violet both pointed to the carriage, indicating that they were ready to run as far as they had to.


      The family was all of one mind: Protect Emma.


      “No! Wait, everyone! We can’t run from this! We need to face her!” Emma shook her head, even as her family fussed over her. “I need to talk to Lady Juana.”


      “Emma!”


      “Sis, do you hear yourself?!”


      “Lady Emma!”


      “Mrowr!”


      Skitter skit!


      The whole family, Joshua, the cat, and the spider all objected. It was too dangerous.


      Emma nodded, then looked toward the amblypygids’ home in the cavern. “It’s fine. I’m done being afraid!”


      Emma knew they were all worried about her. But she also knew that running away and making them protect her wouldn’t solve anything either. They might not get a more perfect chance to speak with Juana. It would be a shame to let it pass them by just because they were scared. If they really wanted to know why Juana looked like Minato or why she’d tried to invade the country Emma lived in, they could just ask her point-blank.


      She was terrifying because they didn’t understand her. They were afraid because they didn’t know anything. Therefore, there was only one thing to do.


      Emma turned to her family and smiled. “Besides, knowledge is power, right?”


      “Oh... Y-Yeah! You’re so right!” Those words made William realize that this was just like facing a monster. “Knowledge is Power” was on the first page of every monster textbook.


      “Right... Once we know who we’re up against, we can figure out how to deal with her. That’s pretty much what we do best, huh?” George said, placing his hands on Emma’s and William’s shoulders with a grin.


      Being afraid wasn’t going to kill any monsters. No matter how afraid one was, no matter how much it hurt, and no matter how much one didn’t ever want to know about them, not learning was the worst thing they could do. Without knowing everything there was to know, it would be impossible to strategize against them. And if that method failed, it just meant they needed to do some more research and make a new plan. If their first plan failed, Emma, William, and Melsa had all the knowledge they needed to make it out alive, while George and Leonard had the brawn they needed to protect the whole family.


      “You can say that again. That’s our bread and butter!”


      “It certainly is.”


      Leonard and Melsa had no objections. That was just how the Stewart family, who had protected the border for generations, got things done.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Juana was forced to sit, still bound, in a room within an unfathomably large manor that stood on the unfathomably large grounds. The moment they sat her down, the questioning began, as she’d suspected. However, the questions had Juana...confused. They were...different. Much different than she’d expected.


      Juana was an invader who’d ordered the Western Empire to attack the capital. She was, quite possibly, the most detestable enemy the kingdom had, yet the watch they had was...weird. She kept stealing glances over at him in disbelief, but the only one guarding her was that freckled boy from before.


      Where are the soldiers? The knights? Aren’t there any adults they could call? There have to be! What about the knights at Simmons Harbor?! Just how much is the kingdom putting on this single boy’s shoulders?! And why is this chair so comfortable? People are generally tied to hard, wooden chairs for interrogations, aren’t they?! I’ve never even sat on such a soft, comfortable chair in my life! And it’s not just the chair! The whole room is weird! Why does it feel like I’m just in some rich person’s parlor? Where’s the dungeon?! That’s where they do interrogations, right?! Why are they putting me, Juana, the greatest threat to the kingdom, in this fancy room with soft, fluffy chairs?!


      Answering the questions during the interrogation was a grave betrayal to the Western Empire. She would likely never be able to set foot in the Western Empire again after everything she told them. She’d long since prepared for that.


      However...


      “What do you do for fun?”


      “What kind of guys do you like?”


      “What’s your favorite food?”


      The rapid-fire interrogation—no, they were just questions—were beyond and were into the realm of straight-up crazy. Juana was the one who’d made the first steps in the first ever human war. She was unquestionably the worst of the worst to the people of the kingdom. In what world would the first question one asked a major criminal scumbag like her, “What do you do for fun?” What could one possibly gain by asking the instigator of a war what her favorite food is? She couldn’t understand what they were trying to gain. They weren’t trying to interview her for an arranged marriage, were they? Is that what they were after? Was that why they were doing that? Were they going to finish off with an, “I’ll give you two some privacy,” or what?!


      Juana kept her witty remarks to herself and answered the questions honestly. However...


      “Gardening, I guess?”


      Gasp!


      “I don’t care as long as they’re young and healthy.”


      Gasp!


      “Borscht...”


      Gasp?


      Every time she answered, Juana noticed a commotion behind a large partitioning screen that had been placed in the middle of the room. Whoever was throwing these ridiculous questions at her was behind the partition, so she couldn’t see them. But even though they were deliberately trying to stay hidden, she could tell they were shocked by every single one of her answers. Was there seriously even a reason they had to hide behind that partition? If there was, Juana couldn’t fathom it. She kept giving pleading glances to the freckled boy standing next to her for some kind of help...hell, even an explanation for all of it, but unlike the questioners, he wasn’t responding at all. All Juana could do was keep answering.


      “How do you like to spend your weekends?”


      “Wine tourism...?”


      Gaaaasp!


      Another commotion beyond the partition, and this one was the biggest one yet. She just didn’t get it. Juana gulped and started looking the partition up and down, then left to right. On top of the things she already didn’t understand, every time there was a commotion, she could see something poking out from the top of the partition. This was a partition large enough that a grown adult could stand at full height next to it and still not be seen at all.


      And by something, she meant she could see some kind of ears. Black and orange animal ears.
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      But then it wasn’t just the top. Things were peeking out from the sides too. And it wasn’t just occasionally. They were just sticking out altogether. A glossy black tail and a big fluffy white tail were very obviously poking out from the sides. And it seemed like she kept hearing some kind of meowing sounds that certainly didn’t sound like the sort a human would make in the kerfuffle. Were they actually trying to hide with all that poking out? Like, there was no way they’d be that shortsighted, right? And wouldn’t those be...way too big for what she thought they were?


      She was being asked the kinds of questions you’d ask at an arranged marriage meeting, and there were cat ears and tails. She was supposed to be getting interrogated now that she was bound, wasn’t she? So where was the interrogation? What...was this even supposed to be?


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Meanwhile, on the other side of the partition, the family, the cats, and even the spider and (massive) silkworms were all squeezed together.


      “Gardening? Mina-nee couldn’t even keep a snake plant alive. She’s definitely not Mina-nee.”


      “Yeah, she even killed a cactus.”


      William and George compared Juana and the Minato they remembered and eagerly explained what they knew to the others.


      “Young and healthy? That’s the exact opposite of our Minato...”


      “Right? Minato likes ’em way older.”


      Melsa and Leonard both agreed enthusiastically.


      “Borscht? Uh... I’ve never had it in either life,” Emma mumbled.


      Is it just me, or am I catching strays left and right here? Emma thought, hugging her (massive) silkworms to her chest and rubbing her cheek against them. She hadn’t seen them since she’d left for the field trip. Getting to feel their smooth bodies up against her cheek was so nice, even if it looked horrendous.


      What Juana thought were questions for an arranged marriage was actually the family all trying to find differences between Minato and Juana. On the other side of the partition, the family had called on all the help they could get to ease their fears of Juana. The cats were surrounding the family, Violet was on Emma’s head, and the silkworms were on Emma’s lap. It was an absurd picture. Unfortunately, the little amblies (amblypygids) weren’t allowed because the Stewart Family Workers’ Association (aka Martha) wouldn’t let them in the house under any circumstances.


      “Looks like they’re different after all!” William declared quietly.


      “Yup, even if she looks exactly like her, getting to talk to her now makes it obvious she’s not Minato on the inside,” George agreed.


      “Exactly. If she’d liked young and healthy men, I would’ve had grandbabies already.”


      “And Minato’s favorite food is eel anyway. You can’t get something like borscht out in the countryside, after all!”


      Melsa and Leonard both breathed a sigh of relief.


      But the answer to the next question turned everyone’s expressions dark.


      “Oh, uh... Wine tourism? Um... That does kinda sound like Mina-nee...” William groaned.


      “Wine, huh...?” George scratched his head, knowing his sister’s alcohol-loving tendencies.


      “Darn... Everything else she said was so unlike Minato too...” Leonard put his hand up to his chin in thought.


      “Did you ever do any wine tourism when you were Minato?” Melsa, who was the calmest, asked Emma directly.


      “Huh? Oh, no way. Weekends are for lazing about. Why would I go touring when I can just drink at home?” Emma refuted her family, who all wore equally grim expressions. She might’ve gone traveling on long vacations, but Minato was usually a homebody. Not to mention, she didn’t think there were all that many places to even tour near her in Japan.


      “True... I feel like she’d get banned from entering before she could even enjoy a tour.” After all, Minato cared more about quantity than quality when it came to her wine. The whole family got judgey looks on their faces after Melsa reminded them.


      “Uh, guys? You are the last ones who should be judging me.”


      “Hee hee.”


      “Yeah, probably.”


      “At least when it comes to this.”


      “True that.”


      Everyone in the Tanaka family was a heavy drinker.


      “Well, if Lady Juana really isn’t Mina-nee, then we’ve gotta ask her about it, huh?” William exchanged a look with Leonard.


      “Yes, we do.” Leonard faced the partition again.


      Juana was not Minato inside. They were certain of that. Her vibes and answers to all of their questions were completely different from Minato. That meant they could ask her what they wanted to know without fear.


      Why was it that the two of them were completely different on the inside, but looked exactly the same?


      Leonard, the one who had been asking the questions, steeled himself and finally asked the big one: “All right, Lady Juana. In that case, how long have you been in that body?”


      Joshua, who was standing next to Juana, looked confused by the question. It was the kind of thing that someone who wasn’t in the know would have a hard time understanding. But the moment Juana heard it, she leaped to her feet in shock.


      “How do you know—?!” Juana shouted at the animal ears poking out from behind the partition. Hardly anybody in the Western Empire knew. It was something Juana had even hidden from the emperor.


      “Actually, let me ask you. Why did you think we wouldn’t know?” Leonard asked her point-blank without any humor in his voice. Juana was using Minato’s body. There was no way he would have mistaken his own daughter’s appearance.


      “Nngh...” So they’ve seen through everything...? The questioner’s unwavering voice made Juana crumble back down to her seat.


      The kingdom is nothing like the country we thought it was.


      The Western Empire had talked a big game like nobody in the world could possibly have thought about a country invading another, because every country was up to their necks in handling monster threats instead. But look at what had happened to them as a result.


      There was an extra perceptive merchant boy, those mysterious secret soldiers, those monsters hidden in the shadows so horrifying that even just thinking about them caused her to shudder in terror... She never would have expected the kingdom’s defenses to be so perfect. If they already knew that Juana’s body wasn’t her own, then she had nothing left to hide. She’d wanted to hide it more than anything because her subordinates’ lives were depending on it...


      Skitter skitter!


      “Eeeek!” She’d suddenly heard that awful skittering sound by her feet. That horrible sound she’d been subjected to for the whole night. “I-I’ll talk! I’ll tell you anything! So please...!” All it took was hearing that skittering sound to wipe her subordinates’ faces from her mind entirely.


      “Good. Tell us everything exactly how it happened.”


      Skitter skitter... Skitter!


      The freckled boy put a hand on her shoulder and whispered in her ear right at the same time as that skittering sound happened. She was in no state of mind to be able to tell whether the skittering sounds were real or an illusion at that point.


      “I-I’ll talk. In fact, let me lay it all out!” Juana finally began to tell her secret to escape that terror again. The very secret she would have never told a single soul...


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      A long, long time ago, there was a mage by the name of Connie Moo. He traveled the world helping people, strengthening the barriers wherever he went, and forging connections between countries separated by the sea. He was the only one to be given the name “The Great Mage.”


      After Connie Moo’s death, there was never another mage with powers stronger than his. The countless magics he’d woven had nobody to take over and maintain them, so they simply faded away into legend.


      It had been around two hundred and fifty years since the Western Empire came across the Great Mage’s writings.


      Oddly enough, they’d found his writings because of the large-scale botanical crisis that threatened the Western Empire shortly after they’d discovered a wonder drug for the disease that killed the Great Mage. The main component of the medicine they’d discovered in this world was everyone’s favorite little amblies, aka amblypygids, which they’d found resting on the plant monsters that were steadily closing in from outside the barrier. (In the present, it had only been a few months since Emma discovered that it wasn’t the amblies that were so effective against the disease, but the citrus the medicine was frequently mixed with.)


      No other countries were aware of this, but there were ancient ruins on the outskirts of the barrier around the Western Empire. Those ruins continued even past the barrier, and it was said that this was because the barrier had been driven back after countless fights against monsters.


      The Western Empire of the ancient past had been much larger, but the majority of these massive ruins had been lost in the botanical crisis that had occurred two hundred and fifty years prior as well. The few ruins that were left, the stone-paved roads, and the tombs that were so solid that none could enter were all destroyed by the toxic corpses of the plant monsters.


      The scholars of the Western Empire were in shambles over the loss of such precious human history. The researchers of the ruins had held so much hope in how much more advanced ancient Western Imperial civilization had been compared to modern day. However, because the tombs they’d been unable to enter were also destroyed, they happened to find a rock chamber that connected to the inside by chance. It was a light of hope in the despair they’d found themselves in. That rock chamber, which had once been locked away in the depths of one of the tombs, held Connie Moo’s sarcophagus and his writings.


      Excavating these ruins had been a race against time ever since the botanical crisis ended. The plant monsters’ roots were poisonous, and even after the crisis was over and the plants had been cut down, they hadn’t been able to destroy all the roots that stretched far and wide across the land. The poison from those roots continued seeping into the ruins, and they were visibly decaying by the day. Every time someone entered the stone chamber in the tomb’s innermost sanctum—the one area that had been perfectly and miraculously preserved—to conduct their research, poison from the outside air would seep in and cause it to deteriorate. While the walls on the inside once had bright and colorful murals, only the first group of researchers had ever gotten to see them. The art had been rotted to a blackened muck the very next day. The only things that remained in decent condition within the stone chamber were Connie Moo’s coffin and writings. There must have been some kind of protective magic on it or something, as the mysterious geometric patterns on his coffin and the parchment for his writings remained in the pristine condition they’d been found in.


      Connie Moo was the Great Mage of legend. News of the discovery of his writings spread far and wide throughout the Western Empire. After all, if they were able to dig into those writings, it could possibly produce a second or third Connie Moo. At the same time, the coffin was either too heavy or had some magic cast upon it that made it impossible to open the lid or move it from the stone chamber. They’d hoped that by deciphering his writings, it could help them learn who was really inside the casket, the meanings of the patterns on the casket, and how it all related to Connie Moo.


      Unfortunately, it wasn’t long before their hopes were sorely dashed...because the Great Mage Connie Moo had atrocious handwriting. Even “chicken scratch” didn’t come close to describing it. Even a child’s scribbles would have been more legible. It was like a bunch of worms were crawling on the paper in what could have maybe posed as letters. No, it had to have been something even messier than worms, even. They couldn’t tell whether it was written in the Western Imperial language, Ancient Imperial Language, or an entirely different language altogether. Deciphering Connie Moo’s texts was exceedingly difficult, and the empire couldn’t gain any information about the magic or ancient knowledge they’d been hoping for. Unlike the miracle drug they’d discovered in the amblypygids, which they were able to sell to other countries for high prices, there was nothing they could do to restore ruins that had been crafted with unknown and more advanced technologies than they had. Over the course of years, even the most noted scholars attempted to decipher Connie Moo’s texts, and not one of them had been successful. The existence of these texts began to fade from the minds of the citizens, as there hadn’t been any news since they had first been discovered.


      Sixty years back from the present, Juana was working a do-nothing job at a Western Imperial Magic Research Lab dedicated to deciphering Connie Moo’s texts. At the time, Juana was a bright-eyed young adult who had just become a mage by the name of Juan. Before he’d become a mage, he’d been a farm boy who tilled the tiny fields in his village.


      There was no way Juan should have been able to read those texts. Learning to read and write in the Western Empire didn’t just take status, but money as well. There was no place one could learn to read and write for free, and it was a matter of course that most of the commoners were unable to do so.


      So why had Juan been asked to try and decipher Connie Moo’s texts? It was simply because the class divide in the Western Empire was worse than it was even in the present, so they were hazing Juan for having gone from a peasant farmer to a mage.


      By that time, the Western Empire had already started gathering mages from other countries. After having gathered a few dozen, class division was even growing within the ranks of mages themselves. Since becoming a mage, Juan was able to eat three meals a day without worry, and all he was asked to do was occasionally strengthen the barrier and stare at chicken scratches day in and day out.


      It was miserable.


      No matter how terribly they treated you, it was impossible to quit being a mage after becoming one. As a farmer, Juan had never been given a seat at the table to speak his mind, and that hadn’t changed since he’d become a mage. The noble-born mages had been given a hearty reception and they harassed Juan with about as much thought as they gave breathing. Even those he’d considered fellow peasants were afraid to stand up for him out of fear that they might be the nobles’ next target. As such, he was given a nothing station at a nothing post unable to do anything of note whatsoever. After a year, he’d gotten sick of looking at chicken scratches and took more time looking at the pictures. Juan couldn’t read regardless, so the pictures were at least a little better.


      Unfortunately, Connie Moo wasn’t much of an artist either. Juan was tasked with poring over Connie Moo’s texts for three whole years. One day, as he was thinking that maybe the Great Mage was a bit of a dolt outside of magic, he glanced at a picture he’d seen hundreds, even thousands of times before.


      “Huh?” The thing he saw as he turned the page suddenly reminded him of something he’d seen long ago. In that awful picture, Juan was seeing the field he used to till before he became a mage. “Wait...is this...cotton wool?”


      Juan used to work tending to fields of cotton. Using the vast lands under the Western Empire’s control, cotton had been one of the Western Empire’s major exports. However, over the past few years, there had been fewer monster attacks due to the increase in mages. This led to an increase in the population, and people were forced to live in the areas that had once been farmlands; thus, cotton production had started to slow.


      “Is this...a seed? And then...is this...magic?” After having been told to work deciphering Connie Moo’s texts, Juan had essentially been forced to learn to read. He’d only just recently learned how to read the Western Imperial language and had started learning the ancient language as well. Using the knowledge he’d only just gained, Juan used the pictures to help him decipher the chicken scratches written next to them.


      If this curved one is meant to be soil...then maybe this other crazy-looking one means water?


      Using the experiences he’d had as a farmer, without any preconceived notions about text, and his knowledge of magic, Juan’s environment allowed him to, serendipitously, or even miraculously, decipher the texts that nobody else had been able to understand.


      He started by using magic to cultivate cotton wool as it was written in the texts. It was a tremendous success. He used magic to raise massive amounts of cotton on the sparse amounts of land they had to grow it. The Western Empire was able to export enough cotton to meet the demands of other countries and amassed even more wealth as a result. After having brought so much money to the country, nobody would make fun of Juan for being a farm boy again.


      However, Juan had told a little lie.


      He told everyone that he’d come up with the methods himself.


      Knowing full well that his position could be threatened if others were able to decipher the texts, he began to use his cunning wits and claimed he’d come up with all the magic in Connie Moo’s texts himself. He acted as though the Great Mage’s lost magic had been concocted through his own ingenuity.


      As Juan grew more famous, the Western Empire grew more prosperous, and the rate of magic stone usage exploded. While it would have been better to quit while he was ahead, nobody wanted to stop when their lives were improving day by day. Juan was the same as the rest of them.


      Even though he was able to read Connie Moo’s writings, Juan didn’t have nearly as much magic capacity as the Great Mage did. The level of magic needed for the magic in Connie Moo’s writings would have easily taken the power of the ten mages the Western Empire had gathered combined. Juan was able to compensate for the lack of magic reservoirs with numbers and magic stones to re-create more and more of the magic written in Connie Moo’s writings. He never wanted to experience the suffering of his old life again. Yet the more revolutionary magic Juan produced, the more magic was demanded by the Western Empire. No matter how much he gave them, they kept asking for more and more.


      For ten, twenty, thirty years, Juan kept trying to give as much magic as they asked, and soon his body was crying out for succor. No matter how much he tried to mask it, he couldn’t fight against the ravages of age on his body either. As he grew to seventy years, eighty years old, he couldn’t even use the bathroom without assistance.


      Yet even still, the Western Empire kept asking for new magic. Juan knew it would be impossible with his body in its current condition, so he steeled himself and decided it was time to look at the forbidden magic listed last in Connie Moo’s writings. While even the Great Mage had failed to complete this magic, Juan had a shot at it. After all, the Great Mage had done the hard part long ago.


      As the Great Mage’s body was ravaged by disease, he began looking into a new kind of magic. In his writings, he said the following:


      The true essence of a human is in his soul. The body is nothing more than a vessel. Even if the vessel breaks, you can just trade it for a different one.


      From there on, he wrote of countless trials and failures. The biggest problem with the magic he’d discovered was that there wasn’t a single body in this world that could house a soul like the Great Mage Connie Moo’s. Having already traveled the world far and wide, he knew this without even having to search. He was one of a kind, meaning his vessel was also one of a kind. This magic that only Connie Moo could have done was impossible precisely because he was Connie Moo. It was ironic. If he hadn’t been Connie Moo, the magic would have been so much easier. Yet he refused to give up.


      “If there’s nobody in this world, I’ll just have to look in other worlds!” Connie Moo longed for another world to find a new vessel in. He crossed dimensions to find a body that could withstand his soul. While it would have sounded absurd for anyone else, it was possible for Connie Moo.


      It wasn’t long before he found one either. That one-of-a-kind vessel was Minato Tanaka—Emma’s body in the other world. Luckily for him, that world had lost its magic long ago, so interfering in that world—which had no defenses against magic—was easy for him. While he tried to summon her right away...it was a failure. Somehow, in this world with no magic, a very small something was protecting Minato Tanaka. And Connie Moo realized he was not the only entity after her. The small creature had been protecting Minato Tanaka from a black miasma for a very long time, and now Connie Moo was added to the mix.


      A tiny creature protecting Minato Tanaka.


      Connie Moo, who wanted Minato Tanaka’s body.


      And the black miasmic entity that wanted Minato Tanaka’s soul.


      A fierce three-way battle over Minato Tanaka was happening while she was completely unaware. Even the Great Mage Connie Moo didn’t escape the fight unscathed. He knew the remaining time he had alive was steadily growing shorter.


      As the fight over Minato Tanaka continued, she grew from a child to an adult. If the battlefield hadn’t been in another world where time flowed differently, Connie Moo’s life would have been over long ago. After passing its fight down several times, the small thing protecting her finally was at its end. The black miasma that wanted her the most had held out the longest. It had been waiting so long for an opportunity to kill Minato Tanaka. It would kill her body and steal her soul before it could be returned to the cycle of rebirth. It wouldn’t miss its chance the moment that small creature disappeared. It practically gloated as it made the earth shake beneath her feet. Without that small thing in the way, Minato Tanaka’s body would be crushed flat under the building...or so it thought.


      Instead, her two brothers and her parents were covering her. Everyone but her had been killed instantly by the massive tremors the black miasma caused. Yet even in death, the family would not give her up. Even if they were nothing more than souls that had to return to the heavens, they defied all reason to protect their sister or daughter. Minato Tanaka’s whole family had protected the soul resting in her body with both their bodies and souls. The bright lights the souls emitted, the exact opposite of the black miasma, were overlapping just so that the miasma couldn’t tell whose was whose. It only wanted Minato Tanaka’s soul.


      That single moment of truth was created by her family’s love, and Connie Moo didn’t let it pass him by. He took that moment to use most of his remaining power to activate his summoning magic. He couldn’t bear to see the family be split apart like that. It would sully his name as the Great Mage to have seen something so selfless and done nothing. If that black miasma had caught her, Minato Tanaka’s soul would have been removed from the cycle of rebirth. Even if the whole family were reborn, they would never have been able to see her again. That was why Connie Moo summoned five souls and one body to his world. It was an all or nothing effort.


      The souls, which would have likely been about twenty grams, became much heavier when being summoned to another dimension. The chances of success when summoning five souls and one vessel was astronomically low, even for the Great Mage himself. If he’d failed, his own life could have been jeopardized too. There was even a chance the five souls could have been scattered to different worlds in the middle of the summoning. Without a gods’ intervention, the cycle of rebirth always occurred on the same world. That was why Connie Moo had to make this a success.


      Come to my world. I’ll be sure you can meet again someday.


      Connie Moo, his body ravaged with disease, compelled himself to stretch his power to the limits. Yet the black miasma wouldn’t give up. In the space between dimensions, the miasma without a soul was far faster than five souls and a vessel.


      “Kkh!” Connie Moo poured as much magic as he could into his summoning, begging it to work, but the vessel, which was far too much to summon, became more difficult every time it crossed to another dimension, and the black miasma was closing in quickly. Finally, the black miasma made contact with Minato Tanaka’s body...or so it thought.


      “Myah!” Connie Moo heard a tiny sound.


      “Whoa!”


      Suddenly, a tiny, white, fluffy creature seemed to take the five souls in its mouth and leaped from the space between dimensions straight into Connie Moo’s world.


      “Mrooowr.” As the small creature opened its mouth, the five souls went up to the heavens.


      After watching the bright souls until they disappeared from sight, Connie Moo spoke to the white, fluffy creature that seemed visibly aged. “It’s all right. Now that family will be able to stay together...”


      However worn out it looked, it was still pure white and extra fluffy. It responded to Connie Moo. “Mrowr...” This was my ninth time around, so my duty here is done. I leave the rest to my daughter, my grandchildren, and great-grandchildren.


      The white fluffy creature that looked somewhat like a mochi slowly faded away.


      “Your duty, huh...?” That tiny creature had been protecting the family for so long...it was truly touching.


      Connie Moo, whose body was almost as shriveled as the small creature’s, began to draw a magic circle of preservation on his casket. The summoning magic was to bring the vessel to the inside of the casket. Inside was the body of Minato Tanaka, whose body Connie Moo had wanted for so long. However...


      “I can’t use it now...” If he were to open the casket, the fragment of that miasma that had touched Minato Tanaka would have been released into the world. At the very least, he wanted to seal it away until that family’s souls had reached heaven, been reborn, and reunited with those tiny creatures. After several hundred years, the fragment of the miasma should have dissipated after such a long time being separated from the main body.


      Connie Moo had given up on his own life...or perhaps it would have been better to say that he’d found the conviction to give up on this life. After all, he’d seen now how wonderful it was that the soul could be reborn even after death.


      “If I have a choice, I hope I can be reborn in the same time as that family.”


      The Great Mage Connie Moo chose the kingdom as his final resting place, as he’d remembered the royal family had the same hair and eye colors as that family had.


      “In other words, this body was summoned here by Connie Moo from another world, and Juan’s soul connected with the vessel that had been preserved in the casket through magic. Juan’s original body is already one with the earth now...”


      So saying, Juana’s long and complicated tale came to a close.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      After finishing her story, Juana slumped into her chair, completely exhausted. That cozy chair was the only thing providing her kindness.


      “Okay, but like...after reading such a heroic tale, it’s kinda crazy that you’d actually use the body in that casket.” William, having forgotten that they’d all nominated Leonard to be the interrogator, blurted out in amazement. He was shocked that Juan would have thrown away his own aging body and entangled his own soul with Minato’s body, which had been preserved in a casket sealed by Connie Moo.


      “It said it would be safe after a few hundred years, so it should be fine. Why wouldn’t I use something that was perfectly usable?” Juana snorted. She was too exhausted to realize that the interrogator’s voice had suddenly turned into a young boy’s. “Bodies from other worlds don’t follow the same principles as our own, so it never ages either. Who would hesitate when given the chance for eternal youth?”


      “Eternal...youth?” George said, before hurriedly silencing himself. This wasn’t because he’d wanted Leonard to ask the questions, but because he’d learned not long ago that it was a bad move to question whether the thirty-five-year-old body of Minato Tanaka could actually still be considered young.


      “Okay, but you wound up using almost all the Western Empire’s magic stones for it. That’s pretty stupid, don’t you think?” The magic required to transfer a soul into a different vessel took enough magic stones to cover the entire casket. Juan didn’t even ask permission to use them; he’d just taken them.


      “It was the body Connie Moo wanted. I thought I could have powers on par with the Great Mage himself if I had it.”


      “Doesn’t look like you got them, though,” William kept pressing, as Juana grew more withdrawn.


      “I didn’t. I obtained the body, but there was an incident...” Juana looked at the palm of her hands. In the end, could she really say that this body counted as a success? “Two of my underlings were casualties of the event.”


      “Casualties...?” William, who had pretty much become the default interrogator at that point, repeated the word without thinking.


      “Oh, are you talking about these?” Joshua, who had been quietly listening all this time, recalled the two mages he’d left in his breast pocket.


      “L-Lady Juana!” One of the distraught thumb-sized mages cried. After having used his magic to its very limits, he’d been shrunken down to the size of a thumb. The other mage had gone pale.


      “Please, just tell everyone these guys died or something. I don’t care what happens to me, just don’t tell anyone about them! They won’t be able to live in the Western Empire now that they’re like this!” Juana bowed her head, begging her interrogators not to make the men’s existence known. The two of them had originally been commoner mages in the same position Juan had been stuck in.


      “That’s...an odd way of phrasing it...” Joshua furrowed his brow.


      “Please...I’ll do anything!”


      Then, a knock came at the door.


      “Sorry to disturb you, but the knights from the castle have come to collect our guests.”


      They’d run out of time.


      “Got it. We’ll keep your secret, so you make sure you don’t tell anyone else about those writings or your body either, okay?” Emma called over the partition as Juana stood up so the knights could collect her. Having mutual secrets meant it was harder to break the promise of keeping them.


      “Thanks,” Juana said, bowing her head deeply toward the cat ears on the other side of the partition.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Hmm. It’s like, the more I learn the less I know. I’m not completely satisfied, but I guess we could call that one mystery solved?” William ruminated on the conversation they’d just had. Juana’s body really was Minato’s from their previous life. None of them knew why their sister had been targeted by so many forces, though.


      “Guess that makes Minato like...a summonable monster,” George muttered, impressed.


      Emma glared at her brother. “Okay, could you maybe make me sound a little less like Bahamut, George?” It had been a pretty complicated story, so George had no choice but to rely on his gaming knowledge to help him understand. Unfortunately, he was a bit off.


      “You think you can stop crying yet, father?” William handed a handkerchief to Leonard, who was ugly crying.


      “William... That was Mochipuff... I just know it! That little creature that saved us at the very end...”


      “Mrowr,” Kongming agreed. (That was definitely my mother.)


      “You’ve all been protecting us for so long. Thank you.”


      “Mroooooowr!” The four cats all puffed out their chests in pride. (We promised we’d always be by your side, after all!)


      George noticed Melsa had gone quiet and spoke to her. “Mother? Is everything okay?”


      “This is very serious.” Melsa was staring at Emma and shaking, her face hard as stone.


      “Mother?!”


      “Melsa?!”


      One of the greatest minds to have ever graduated the Royal Academy, Melsa, had come to a shocking realization. “Lady Juana’s body is undoubtedly Minato’s. Which means...Leonard...” Melsa clung to her husband.


      “What is it, Melsa?!”


      “It means we still have a chance of holding our grandbabies from our last life, doesn’t it?!” Melsa shouted, her eyes wide with enthusiasm.


      “Mother?!”


      “That’s what you’re freaking out about?!”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me!”


      “Myah myah?!”


      The three siblings balked at their mother’s bloodshot eyes.


      “How could you say such a thing, Melsa?!” Leonard asked indignantly. Surely, there were some things you just couldn’t say! He already had a pretty scary face, but it was now twisted up like a demon’s. “I won’t let anyone lay a hand on my Minato!!!” Leonard...or rather Kazushi spoke his truth.


      “Father?!”


      “That’s what you’re freaking out about?!”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me!”


      “Myah myah?!”


      The Tanaka family was peaceful as ever on that day.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 102: The King’s Return


      At the castle, four days after the Stewart family’s meeting with Juana...


      “Your Majesty, I cannot apologize enough. My thoughtless actions brought untold danger to the kingdom.” The firstborn prince, Maximilian, had dropped to his knees before the king. They’d driven away nearly everyone from the audience chamber so only the firstborn prince, the king, the queen, the concubine, the prime minister, the captain of the knights, and the king’s closest guards were allowed to remain. There were startlingly few people within the castle who were aware that the Western Empire had tried to invade.


      “Well, everyone’s fine, and that’s what matters most.” The king had rushed home from the Skyte region to find that nothing he was afraid of had come to pass. In fact, it was almost boring how peaceful it was when he got back. There wasn’t even a trace of evidence that the Western Empire had attempted to attack them. The capital was the same as it had always been. For the king, who had been fearing the worst, he was both in disbelief and also deeply relieved.


      The firstborn prince Maximilian had gotten his father’s powerful body and his mother’s powerful brain—taking the best qualities from both. Yet he was so very diligent, it was hard to believe that the king’s blood was running through his veins. He’d been studying in the Western Empire for a time, so the king had been looking forward to reuniting with him after so long only for his beloved son to immediately apologize the moment he saw him.


      “I-In my stupidity, I failed to recognize the Western Empire’s true nature when I tried to study there. As such, they put me under their control and I endangered everyone in this country.” He knew that the Western Imperial ships had cannons aboard them to destroy the capital. In fact, he was the one who had made it possible for them to anchor in the harbor. It was a failure that couldn’t just be handwaved away by saying he’d been charmed. He’d been watching as they made the plans for how to use the cannons. He’d been unable to say anything or do anything to stop them. He’d just watched. All he could do while they concocted the plan to destroy his own country was simply watch.


      “Maximilian?” The king looked on at his wailing son with his eyes wide. The queen had written in her letter that there was a possibility that Maximilian could have been brainwashed, but it seemed any hold on him had been dispelled. The boy kneeling before him now didn’t have any of the telltale awkwardness one might have felt from brainwashed speech. To be clear, he hadn’t been brainwashed, but had been puppeted through charm magic, but the king didn’t have any way of knowing that. And the prince’s next agonized cry showed something was about to turn for the worse.


      “Knowing that you went to the Skyte region and tried to stop the Western Imperial army’s approach yourself, all to protect the kingdom... What kind of prince am I?!”


      “Er... Um...?” I...didn’t do that, though? The king twitched at his son’s remarks. The king was, in his son’s mind, so utterly gallant. Meanwhile, the actual king had had no idea that the Western Empire was coming, and there was no way he could’ve realized it. He’d just wanted to get out of his stuffy old castle and stretch out his legs at least once that year. “Ahem... Ahem!” That being said, he couldn’t exactly say that when his son had assumed the best of him. “Th-Think nothing of it, Maximilian. All’s well that ends well. R-Raise your head, please.” He hadn’t learned about any of this until he’d gotten the letter from the queen. In other words, he hadn’t foreseen it at all. It was more like an airhorn to the ear.


      “But Your Majesty! I’ve failed tremendously as the firstborn prince! Please, I deserve some kind of punishment!” The firstborn prince could only shake his lowered head insistently at the king’s attempt at covering for his own mistakes. Even if the king had forgiven him, the by-the-book prince would never be able to forgive himself. After all, Maximilian was extremely forthright, unlike his father. Extremely unlike his father.


      “Nngh...” Okay. This is awkward. This is insanely awkward. The royal family, or rather, the king was far less forthright, and he was screaming internally about this. How could the king possibly punish Maximilian for this? After all, he was just as responsible for creating an opportunity like this as his son was. His son, who’d had his freedom taken from him through charm magic, was begging for punishment from his father, who had gone on a killing spree after bathing in monster blood. It was...ridiculously awkward, to say the least. The more the king thought back on it, the more he realized that he’d gone all the way to the Skyte region on a field trip without having any idea about the Western Empire and had just gone to town on a bunch of monsters rather than doing anything. And it had been fun. It had been insanely fun. He couldn’t get those kinds of death-defying thrills and violence in the castle. How could a king like that punish his son, who was agonizing over being controlled by the Western Empire?


      There was no way.


      He couldn’t possibly.


      If anyone had to be punished, it should have been the king, who had freely chosen to go into a monster-filled forest and gleefully slaughtered them with a Hoo-ha, let’s go!


      Especially not with the royal guard staring daggers right at him. It was almost physically painful. It was said that the eyes spoke louder than words sometimes, and it sure as hell was true then. The one saving grace for the poor king was that his other son, Edward, wasn’t there. Edward had seen him going berserk right before his eyes. While it might have been impossible for Edward to still respect him, he at least wanted Maximilian to be able to see him as the brave king he thought he was. However underhanded it was, the king wanted his son to admire him.


      “Maximilian, we haven’t had a mage in the kingdom for over thirty years. You had no way to defend yourself against such magic. How could I possibly punish you for that?” After all, the king wanted the others to forgive him for going berserk in the monsters’ blood, since he hadn’t known about the monsters either.


      “Your Majesty...” The firstborn prince bowed his head even lower at the king’s heartfelt (or hard felt) statement. It was then that Maximilian knew in his heart. This was what made a man worthy of ruling a country.


      “For now... Er... You just need to focus on recovery,” the king tried to convince his son...or maybe he was just trying to convince himself. His guards’ looks still hurt, but he just had to let it slide. “A-All right. Now, let’s get our prisoners to talk and find out what the Western Empire...”


      The king felt too guilty to keep going, so he moved on to a different topic. This was the most important thing to focus on. The capital was safe. He might not have known what all transpired, but the capital was safe for now. Apparently, there were a million coincidences had that all happened to line up, like the merchant who had just happened to be working at Simmons Harbor noticing something was off and just happening to have had contacts inside the castle and just happening to call for the knights and just happening to have the help of Prince Tasuku, who just happened to also be at the same port, and they had just happened to be able to capture all of the suspects...


      Honestly, he wanted to just scream that there was no way any of that could have gone down that way, but what mattered was that the capital was safe. All he needed to do was a proper interrogation of the prisoners to restore his dignity as a king and father...


      It was then that Queen Victoria finally spoke up. “Er, Your Majesty... About that...” She hadn’t tried to defend her son for his failures in the slightest. Rather, it was the concubine Rose, who had been standing by the queen’s side, who showed the most worry as she squeezed the stone-faced queen’s hand. It was Rose who looked relieved when hearing Maximilian wouldn’t be punished, looking overjoyed in Victoria’s stead...


      Wait, have those two always been that close? the king thought before the queen finished her report.


      “The interrogations are mostly over already.”


      “What?” The king doubted his own ears.


      “All the sailors, soldiers, and even mages confessed right away.” Even the queen couldn’t hide her surprise at this. The suspects had answered every question so readily that even the people doing the interrogations wondered if it was okay for the captives to say everything they said.


      “What? Why?”


      The kingdom was a rather large country. That was why even the Western Empire had needed to involve their limited mages, use large-scale magic, utilize the military, and even deploy monsters to invade it. The plan had to have been something that had been scrupulously and meticulously crafted. In what world would the ones carrying out such a plan confess everything without a lick of resistance? Normally, they would have had to torture that sort of information out of them.


      “Every last one of them clung to our knights without a lick of shame, swearing they’d tell them anything they wanted as long as they didn’t turn out the lights. And when asked, they really did tell us anything we wanted.”


      “What? Why?!”


      “I don’t know...” The queen had no idea. The mages had been imprisoned in the dungeon the morning after the incident, with the sailors and soldiers arriving the day after them. She knew it must have been extremely expeditious given the distance from Simmons Harbor. All of them had been kept at the Stewart manor until the castle was ready to receive them, but that had only been for a few hours. It was hard to imagine anything had happened there. It wasn’t just the mages who were inexperienced with fighting either. Even the soldiers, who all had undergone rigorous training to get where they were, had started talking before they could even say the word “torture.” They had answered every single question, and they’d done so with complete honesty.


      Maximilian was amazed as well. While Maximilian had been charmed and his body was out of his control, he’d still had his consciousness. Because he knew what the Western Empire was dealing with to some degree, he would have known if they were lying. The queen would have been able to tell by comparing Maximilian’s testimonies to theirs as well.


      But they hadn’t lied.


      The reason the Western Empire had tried to invade the kingdom was because they were running out of magic stones. They’d thought that the kingdom, which hadn’t had a mage for over thirty years, would have had an abundance of magic stones in storage. They thought that using the cannons from their ships in Simmons Harbor to fire upon the capital and the castle, the monsters from the Skyte region, and the Western Imperial Army could fell the kingdom easily. The chief delegate who always came to the kingdom during the social season was in charge of the army and the Western Empire’s greatest mage, Juan, was in charge of the ships. That very mage was the true identity of the girl, Juana, who had been declared a saint by the church.


      Finally, the rumors of Juana being the king’s illegitimate child could be dispelled. The king quietly did a secret fist pump, and gave his wife and concubine a look as if to say, See? I was innocent all along! After seeing the queen shrug and the concubine nod, he purposely put on a serious face before his joy could show.


      “Ahem. So...in that case, what were their demands?” If a group of prisoners were willing to tell them anything, clearly they had to have had some sort of demands. Some sort of plea bargain of some kind.


      “Well...” Queen Victoria hesitated.


      “They had some, didn’t they?” The king knew things couldn’t be going this swimmingly.


      “It’s just... If I had to come up with something, it was that they wanted us to keep the lights on in the dungeon and...some cleaning supplies?”


      “What?” Cleaning supplies? Why? The king gave Victoria an utterly bewildered look.


      “They...apparently have been keeping the dungeon spick and span.” Victoria didn’t seem like she understood it any more than the king.


      “Uh. But...why?” The king was still befuddled.


      “According to the prison guards, the dungeon is... It’s practically sparkling.”


      “Sparkling?”


      “That’s right. Sparkling.”


      Once the prisoners had their cleaning supplies in hand, they cleaned with bloodshot eyes, as if their life depended on it. Every last one of them did. It was Saint Juana who led the fray.


      “You listening, everyone? Don’t you let a single bug out of your sight! I want you scrubbing every last inch of this place!”


      “Yes, ma’am!”


      The prison guards trembled recalling the spectacular leadership and the fanatic response the others gave.


      “Okay, but...why?” The more he heard, the less the king understood.


      “The prisoners refused to say why.” And the more the queen said, the less she understood.


      “What? But...why?” It was the eternal question.


      The queen realized thinking about it wasn’t going to get them anywhere, so she left it at that and moved on. “A-Anyway, we have a lot to wrap up now that the dust has settled, so we also spoke with the greatest victim of the Western Empire’s plot.”


      “Who...was that?” The king put a hand to his chin in thought. The capital was safe. They were able to keep everyone safe from the invasion in the Skyte region. So who was the greatest victim of this plot?


      “Lady Emma of the Stewart family.”


      When Juana had been sainted, everyone began calling Emma Stewart a fraud. It was already well-known how frail the girl was, yet she was subject to constant criticism and it was said she had even suffered a breakdown so extreme that it was uncertain she’d be able to pull through. She’d had to take time off school for a while as well.


      “Emma... Wait, huh?” The king cocked his head in confusion. Victoria had just said she’d spoken with the greatest victim of the Western Empire’s plot. The king had just gotten back to the castle himself. He’d let the Skyte hunters and the Stewart family take over capturing the Imperial soldiers and returned with a few of his closest soldiers who were still glaring daggers at him before anyone else. He focused entirely on speed, choosing to simply ride on horseback rather than in a carriage and taking the bare minimum rest stops, and it still took four days for him to get home. There was no way that Emma, who he’d left behind in the Skyte region as he took the shortest route possible, would have made it back before him. “Why are you talking like Emma’s already here...?”


      “Because she is?”


      “What? Huh?”


      “All three of the Stewart children have returned to school as of two days ago.”


      “What?!”


      “Hee hee. Why are you so surprised, Your Majesty? This is Emma we’re talking about.” Rose giggled at the king’s incredulity.


      So what, that’s just how it is, then? I shouldn’t have turned the Stewarts down when they asked if I wanted to go in one of their carriages! the king thought in distress. Wait. Was it the cat? It was the cat, wasn’t it?! The cat pulled the carriage, didn’t it?! The image of the cat that had squished him down suddenly appeared in his head.


      “W-Well...what did Emma say?”


      “Well...” Victoria, who usually was known for not showing her emotions all that much, looked confused. “She didn’t...really want anything?”


      “What?”


      “Lady Emma said that she wanted to avoid anyone gaining anything at the end of the war...”


      “What?”


      “For example, if someone made a lot of money off of the war, or if someone were celebrated as a hero for it, or if the country’s quality of life greatly improved from the reparations they received, she said that losing anything like that would be enough motivation to go to war again. She said that since the world still knew nothing of war, then it should stay that way forever...”


      If you didn’t have enough magic stones, you could just steal them. If you didn’t have enough mages, you could just take them. Those who tasted luxury were bound to want more and more. Once you tasted that sweet nectar, you wouldn’t hesitate to get more of it, no matter how many people had to suffer to get it. The winners would become a loyalist group. The losers, a rebel group. What was good and bad could change on a dime in the context of war. That was why Emma Stewart had asked for nothing. The fact that they’d averted war altogether was the greatest reward to her.


      “But that’s...” the king couldn’t hide his shock. “She’s just...” No matter how much it hurt, Emma Stewart wanted to pretend it had never happened for the future of mankind itself. There was no other word for it... “She’s a saint!” The king couldn’t contain his scream, and not a single person in the room could disagree with it as it echoed around them.


      Though there was one girl a bit away from the castle who started sneezing rather abruptly and disgustingly.


      And so, the Western Empire’s attempt at the world’s first war ended with most of the kingdom’s people never knowing it had ever happened.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 103: The Bottomless Pit of Emma Obsession


      “H-Hey... Are you like...okay?” the thumb-sized mage asked as he sat atop the ink bottle.


      “Why do you ask?” the boy asked brusquely as he filed through the massive stack of papers at unbelievable speed. He squeezed the bridge of his nose briefly and then went back to his work.


      “You, uh... You’ve hardly slept for four days.” The thumb-sized mage had been left in the boy’s breast pocket for the night and at some point had simply been placed by his side. Thankfully, Joshua had forgotten about him for a while, which meant the thumb-sized mage hadn’t had to suffer the amblypygids’ “kindness,” but he didn’t know that yet.


      “Oh? Are you worried about me?”


      “N-No! It’s just...” The thumb-sized mage furiously shook his head. The boy who’d completely destroyed the Western Empire’s plans was apparently the young heir of the Rothschild Company, a wealthy merchant company, by the name of Joshua. He was a vile enemy of the Western Empire. Yet as detestable as he was...he was still just a boy. He was a child.


      Though the thumb-sized mage was as small as he was, he was still a grown adult. Just from where he sat on the ink bottle, he could see mountains of papers stacked on the desk, and even that wasn’t all. They were overflowing onto the sofa and the shelves as well. And this poor boy was supposed to look at all of them. There was no way a single man could do all of this alone. He was very clearly overworking himself. With school, running the store, and even gathering information regarding the Western Empire’s plans, he’d been doing nothing but work all this time. In the four days that the thumb-sized mage had been by Joshua’s side, he hadn’t seen the boy sleep once. Of course he was worried, and he was just about to get on his case about taking a rest every once in a while when one of the Rothschild Company employees entered without even knocking.


      “Hey there, young master. It’s about time to go!” It was Carlos, a gaudy ladies’ man who worked there. As a man who was always diligent and by the book, the thumb-sized mage couldn’t say he liked these girl crazy lackadaisical types. However, despite how lax the man seemed, he was apparently working as hard as Joshua. Everyone who worked at that store was.


      Apparently, every store in the kingdom had taken a serious blow from the cotton shortage. It was especially difficult for the Rothschild Company, the largest merchant group in the kingdom, and there were times when the mage could hear people complaining all the way up in the boy’s living quarters on the third floor.


      The Western Empire had held a monopoly on cotton sales for many years, but it had all been destroyed due to the magic stone shortage. The mage had heard that they’d even struggled to grow enough to match the demands within the Western Empire.


      Ironic that it wasn’t the Western Empire’s carefully constructed invasion, but the cotton shortage that dealt more damage to the kingdom at large.


      Even if the kingdom had avoided the war, they’d likely never be able to obtain the Western Empire’s cotton again. Year after year, the last of the Western Empire’s magic stones would be used up. If they didn’t find a way to replenish their stocks, they’d just be depleting their supply. The magic that grew cotton at such an efficient rate to bring the Western Empire so much prosperity was a special kind that Lord Juan, the former farmer, had concocted. Lord Juan was the only one who knew how to use it.


      Lord Juan, or rather, Lady Juana had been captured by the kingdom. Even if they somehow managed to get more magic stones, the thumb-sized mage knew that the Western Empire’s cotton industry was soon to crumble. Knowing what was soon to come, the mage felt completely helpless and heartbroken watching the boy work himself to the bone.


      “Great. Let’s go, then.” Despite the hardships the boy was facing, he responded cheerily. The thumb-sized mage realized that the boy had moved all the piles of paper that were on his right to the left while he’d been thinking. The only way the boy would have been able to do it was if he’d suddenly finished with a burst of energy the moment he heard Carlos’s voice. Thus, the thumb-sized mage knew exactly where the boy was going. It was obvious to him after four days of being with him that there was only one destination that could garner such a response.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Ah... Ah... Ah... Weaaachooo!!! Uuuugh...”


      “Come on, sis! You think that’s any way for a young lady to act?”


      “What are you, an old man?”


      William and George both gave Emma nasty looks after her huge sneeze.


      Emma puffed out her cheeks in protest. “It’s my house! I can sneeze how I want!” She definitely could have a cutesy little sneeze if she wanted to, but it just didn’t feel as good.


      “Mrowr!” Guan, the black cat who was attempting to guide them by walking toward the yard, meowed to hurry them up so they could play.


      It had been four days since they’d returned to the capital, and the Stewart family had finally had the time to relax and play with the cats again. Even after they’d gotten back from the field trip, they’d had to jump straight into interrogating Juana and deal with all the messengers from the castle and all sorts of other stuff.


      “Man... How many times did they fire?” George asked. He’d opened the door to the owattower at Guan’s signal and found several burnt-out fragments of cannonballs.


      “Mrooooowr!”


      “Oh jeez, your paws are gonna get all yucky now, Zhang...” William groaned as Zhang leaped into the owattower and started pawing at the dirt with her beautiful white front paws.


      “I know Joshua told us this, but I guess this proves our little angels really did keep us safe from cannonfire, huh?”


      “Mroooowr!”


      Emma looked up at Liu in admiration, and Liu responded that the amblypygids helped too.


      “Mrowr mrooowr!” That was sooo much fun! I hope more come at us soon! Guan and Zhang said, not realizing just how terrible the attack could have been. The siblings were shocked to find out that the capital was meant to be destroyed in a sea of fire from the Western Empire’s ships, but the cats who had stayed home at the Stewart house had caught every last one of the cannonballs and dunked them into the owattower. They’d only just found out from Joshua the day before at school.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Wait... You could use them like that?!”


      “You didn’t know?”


      The Stewart siblings all looked surprised when Joshua told them about the bombardment, which made Joshua confused too. Joshua thought that the Stewarts had ordered those toys because they’d realized there was the possibility of a bombardment, but apparently the thought had never crossed their minds.


      “I mean, we had no idea the Western Empire was coming back then!”


      “And we only just found out that Lady Juana was from the Western Empire ourselves...”


      Emma and William both nodded along with George. Unlike Joshua, who knew everything there was to know about anything, the three siblings went through life without a care in the world, knowing nothing.


      “Th-Then...you really just ordered those toys...as toys?” Joshua gasped, realizing that the capital really had been moments away from disaster. There’s no way anything like that could have just been a coincidence...right? Just as Joshua was dealing with the shock of the news, Emma said she had another use for them too.


      “Um... Well, I made it because I kinda had an idea for something...maybe I should just go ahead and go through with it? Oh, we have a half day tomorrow, so why don’t we try it out at lunch after school?” Since the other students and teachers attending the Monster Studies field trip were still on their way home, their classes were scheduled to end in the afternoon. While they’d expected some students to ask them how the Stewarts managed to get back to school before anyone else, nobody ever questioned them. Hey, all the better for us, they thought, having no idea that the students were giving them a wide berth and watching over them with tears in their eyes.


      I knew it... Lady Emma only had enough strength to make it to the field trip. Rather than spending time on their once-a-year field trip, the brothers must have chosen to spend it with their sister, who surely barely had much time left in this world!


      Naturally, they had no way of knowing that the boy with the wild imagination had been spreading such rumors the day they returned.


      “Great! Then I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon!” Joshua responded without a second thought. It didn’t matter what they were going to do. All that mattered was that he was going to see Emma.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Aaagh, Zhang!” William cried.


      “Myah myaaah!”


      For Emma’s idea, they had to start by cleaning out the owattower. While getting the cats’ help to clear out the cannonball remains was fine enough...


      “Ah ha ha! Zhang looks like a big fluffy Guan now!” Emma giggled at Zhang’s dusty appearance. After taking everything out of the owattower, Zhang went in and rolled around in the soot and was now completely black.


      “You’re gonna need a bath after this, Zhang.”


      “Myuh-myah?!” Zhang looked completely displeased at the thought.


      “Myah myaaaah!” Guan poked his head out of the owattower and gloated, We’ll get you nice and clean!


      “Don’t look so smug! It might be harder to tell because your fur is black, but you’re just as dirty. You’re getting in the bath too!”


      “Myuh-myah myah?!”


      William gave the orders for Guan to get in the bath too. Guan gave the same displeased look at Zhang, then sulked out of the owattower.


      Just then, they heard Carlos calling as he approached. “Wow, more black cats today!”


      “Gotta hand it to Joshua and co. They’ve got great timing,” William said, waving to Joshua and Carlos, who’d arrived at the Stewart manor right on schedule.


      “Thank you so much for having us over today, Lady Emma!”


      “Hi, Joshua! You’re just in time!”


      Since Zhang’s long fur helped wipe up the owattower, it was sparkling clean in the blink of an eye and they’d been just about to start working on their experiment.


      “So, what are we doing today, sis?” William was getting a really bad feeling about all this with the owattower looming over them, so he asked his sister to explain before they started anything.


      “Wait, you don’t know either, Lord William?” Joshua asked, and George could only shrug in response.


      “Emma’s the only one who knows.” It was a plan Emma had come up with and devised in her head, and she hadn’t told her brothers anything about it.


      Emma thought for a second. “Er... Well, it’s like, I think it’s gonna work, but I didn’t wanna disappoint anyone if it didn’t so...” She winked. It was nothing more than an experiment, so there was no guarantee of success, after all.


      “Hnngh!” That playful little wink Emma threw in with her sorry excuse was enough to destroy Joshua, and the brothers couldn’t hide the pity on their faces toward him.


      “Yeah, uh. We’re not excited for this. We’re worried.” George looked around, he didn’t want to get anyone else wrapped up in her shenanigans.


      “No, seriously, sis! Please tell us about these things in advance! L-Let us prepare ourselves, for Pete’s sake!” The many long years William had spent as Emma’s little brother had alarm bells screaming in his head that something bad was about to happen today. Emma’s little whims were always bad for his heart, and they always wound up with the siblings getting yelled at.


      Rumble... Rumble...


      Skitter skitter!


      Rumble... Rumble...


      Skitter skitter!


      “Huh? Agh, they’re here!” Carlos screamed, as he turned around to see what was making the ominous noises behind him.


      “Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh-What in the world are those things?!” the thumb-sized mage, who had poked his head out of Carlos’s breast pocket to see what the commotion was all about, screamed in alarm. Before his very eyes were the apples of the Stewart family’s eyes: the amblypygids. They were in perfect formation and heading right toward them.


      “Oh, it’s my little amblies! Over here!”


      Skitter skitter! The amblypygids happily waved their pedipalps at Emma and sped up toward her.


      “What the hell are those?! What are those?! What are those?! What are those?!” The thumb-sized mage was terrified of the approaching amblypygids. They were way too big, even from afar.


      “Those are Lady Emma’s favorite bugs. They’re quite gentle, so you have nothing to worry about,” Joshua explained, to the thumb-sized mage, who was trembling from head to toe in Carlos’s breast pocket. Carlos just shrugged and told him he’d better get used to it.


      “Bugs? Bugs?! Those are way too big to be bugs! You sure they’re not monsters?!”


      “Things just get that big sometimes when they’re being raised by the Stewarts. Just look at their cats,” Joshua responded calmly, as though this were the most normal thing in the world. While the thumb-sized mage had already seen the cats a few days ago, he was a lot more disturbed by the bugs apparently.


      “Yeah, well cats are cute! Big difference! I was surprised when I saw them for the first time, but it was fine because they were so cute! So again I ask, what the hell are those?!” The thumb-sized mage’s voice grew more frantic. Apparently, the gap between a massive cat and a massive bug was like heaven and earth for him. Seeing the giant bug army before him gave him a fright he hadn’t felt since he’d first encountered a cockroach after shrinking down to his size...which then made something pop into his mind.


      Haven’t I seen them somewhere before?


      “N-No, there’s no way, right?” Something about their shape was tugging at the back of his mind, but the thumb-sized mage gave up on that line of thought pretty quickly. He could not possibly say that they looked like the main components of the miracle drug the Western Empire held as a national treasure. He just couldn’t. There were just some things that he was better off not knowing.


      “Oh, hey! You brought the mage with you, Joshua!” George said, peering at the thumb-sized mage sticking out of Carlos’s breast pocket. They’d all kept their promise to Juana and kept him a secret from the castle groups, so now Joshua was keeping him as he had before.


      “Oh, good afternooeeeyaaaaggghh?!” The thumb-sized mage thought it was right to greet the heir to the Stewart family at the very least, so he poked his head out of the pocket where he was hiding, only to see something so horrible, so awful, that it didn’t even seem like something of this world behind the boy.


      “Aww, who’s a good little ambly? You’re such little cuties!”


      Skitter skitter!


      It was a beautiful young girl playing with the giant bugs. She wasn’t even afraid. She was just happily petting them, hugging them, and rubbing her cheeks against them. Against the giant bugs.


      George and William chuckled that the thumb-sized mage, despite his size, still seemed to scream at the volume of a regular person.


      “Y’know, it’s been a long time since we’ve heard someone scream that much, huh?” George said. “I think last time was in the Eastern Empire...”


      “I guess we just got used to it at some point...” William said. “It definitely was back in the Eastern Empire.”


      Despite living in completely unusual circumstances, the three siblings tended to think they were pretty normal.


      “Thanks for helping us out, amblies! I bet that was super heavy, huh?”


      Skitter skitter!


      Emma didn’t pay it any mind as she thanked the amblypygids with a big smile. The amblypygids, for their part, were just so happy to spend time with their owner after so long, they threw up their pedipalps in joy and let Emma dote on them.


      “All right! Can I ask you to put this over there, George?”


      “Huh?”


      Emma pointed at the thing the amblypygids had brought over.


      “You just need it over there? Hmm? Hup!”


      “Wait, is that what I think it is...?”


      Seeing the gorilla man George having to struggle a bit to pick it up, William had an idea of what the amblypygids had brought.


      “Hee hee. It’s an owata seed pod!” Emma said with a proud smirk, for some reason.


      George was now bringing the seedpod of an owata, the plant monster that had nearly brought the Eastern Empire to destruction, over to one side of a seesawlike toy.


      The shattered owata fragments that the Stewarts brought could be used to make very sturdy bricks, so they’d sent some to the slums and Pallas and elsewhere to utilize the parts efficiently. Those fragments were used for the planks on the seesaw device and the oddly constructed so-called “owattower.” Yet the only part of the owata they’d been unable to use for bricks were the seed pods, so the Stewarts had a large quantity of them stored away. Given that the seed pods could burst and sprout the moment they touched the ground, the Eastern Empire wanted them as far away as possible. The Eastern Empire begged the Stewarts to take every last one of them.


      “Myah!”


      Guan’s and Zhang’s eyes both started to sparkle when they saw the seed pod being placed on the seesaw device. They stared at it intently, lowered themselves to the ground, and wiggled their butts. They were definitely about to pounce.


      “Myah! Myah!”


      “Myah! Myah!”


      The two of them were begging their mom to hurry it up!


      “Myah?” Is it okay if we play? Liu asked, looking up at Emma as her children begged.


      “Sure is!” Emma said, and Liu then slammed her front paws down on the other side of the seesaw.


      Kathunk!


      That unwieldy seed pod flew up in the air with unbelievable ease.


      “Myah!”


      Guan and Liu both leaped onto the trampoline next to the seesaw to chase after the seed pod and leap even higher than it.


      “Myah myah myah, mrough, myah!” Coming in for a rough landing! The kitties unleashed their signature spike at the same time on the seed pod.


      “Whoa!”


      “Holy...!”


      William and George both started getting hyped for the sibling cats’ dual attack.


      “Wait... Did they just say ‘ruff’?” Emma tilted her head.


      “Yeagh!” Carlos and the thumb-sized mage both instinctively covered their heads. It was pretty obvious they wouldn’t get out scot-free if that seed pod happened to land on them, and they couldn’t hold in their screams. They crouched down and protected their heads, waiting for the impact...


      ...but the impact never came. They never heard the sound of the seed pod hitting the ground, which they definitely should have, and there weren’t any aftershocks either.


      “W-We’re safe?” The two slowly opened their eyes, but didn’t see where the seed pod could have landed.


      “Myah myaaaah! Myah myah myah!” We dropped it in the owattower, so it’s all good! Guan and Zhang meowed.


      Joshua clapped. “Wow... So that must be how you handled the cannons too! I appreciate you being able to do it so that none of the people in the capital even knew it had happened.” It worked the way he’d imagined when the order came in for it, but Joshua was surprised to see that the owattower also had soundproof capabilities. The seed pod that had flown into the owattower didn’t make a single sound. The fact that the people in the capital had been able to go about their days peacefully without any knowledge that the Western Empire had attacked was a result of that soundproofing from the owattower, which meant that their opinion of the Western Empire from before and after the attack was still exactly the same. That gave them so many more options for what they could ask of the Western Empire.


      “I knew there would be some soundproofing, but I didn’t realize it’d be this good!” Emma was impressed that the owattower worked even better than she’d expected. She seemed very pleased that even her mother wouldn’t have been able to notice. Of course, even if she was a bit anxious about her hypothesis, she was still the Herald of Hullabaloos, and she didn’t hesitate to go through with it anyway with no regrets. Sure, she might get in trouble later, but her brothers were now her partners in crime.


      “So, what’s happening now?” William glared at his sister for starting without giving him time to prepare himself. He was already certain this wasn’t going to end well.


      “Just hold up. There’s a little bit of time between when the seed pod falls and when it bursts open.” Emma looked up at the owattower and began to wait, when suddenly...


      “Myaaah!”


      “Huh? What do you mean it’s dangerous? What’s the matter, Kongming?”


      Kongming had been casually washing her face while her grandchildren, Guan and Zhang, were playing, but now she ran over and curled her body around Emma.


      “Wait... The seeds aren’t gonna sprout in there, are they?!” George stood on guard in front of everyone, looking up at the owattower.


      “Myaaah!”


      “Huh? You think we should back up a bit?” Emma translated.


      “Mrowr!”


      “Then please, come this way, Lady Emma...” Following Kongming’s warnings, Joshua took Emma by the hand and put some distance between them and the owattower. Everyone in the Pallas region knew that you could never let your guard down around monsters.


      “Huh? Why’s everyone getting so nervous all of a sudden?” The air was so tense and everyone was on edge, so even though Carlos was confused by the change, he, too, began backing away from the owattower.


      “What is it? What’s going on?” the thumb-sized mage asked anxiously from inside Carlos’s breast pocket.


      And then, the ground began to shake for a brief moment...and just as they were all taken aback by the tremor, the owattower erupted with large amounts of fluffy white something.


      “Wh-What the heck is that?!”


      “Oh jeez, oh jeez, oh jeez!”


      They’d all gotten some distance away from the owattower, but before they could run away, that substance rained down on them and filled their vision with white.


      “Waaaah... Aah? Ah?”


      Even after the first eruption, it continued pouring out from the owattower and filling the Stewart family’s yard. Luckily(?), whatever it was was very soft and fluffy, so even if they were carried away by it with the first eruption and covered with it, it didn’t hurt at all and it didn’t seem like anyone was at risk of any injuries.


      “Huh? What is this? Something seriously crazy is happening here!” Whatever that fluffy stuff was, it was covering about a third of the Stewart family’s yard, which was larger than any other in the aristocratic district.


      “Lady Emma, are you okay?! Wh-What about you, Kongming?!” Joshua realized that Kongming had gotten between them and covered Emma to protect her, so he backed up frantically.


      “Myah!”


      “Yeah, thanks for protecting me! Are you okay, Joshua?”


      “Y-Yes...” Seeing Emma’s smile up close made Joshua swear that he’d work harder to be a man worthy of that smile.


      “Hey! Emma!”


      “Siiiiiis!”


      George and William pushed their way through the fluffy substance to Emma and Joshua.


      “What is this stuff?!” George asked, demanding an explanation.


      “Hee hee. This is the owata’s seed fibers! Just like I thought!” Emma grinned.


      “Seed...fiber...? That doesn’t answer anything!” Unfortunately, George was not familiar with seed fibers. However, Joshua, who was next to him, gasped in alarm.


      “Seed...fiber? Wait, does that mean... No, it can’t! Or...can it?” Joshua’s voice faded in his shock and alarm.


      It was rare for Joshua to be caught so off guard, but Emma was simply relieved that her plan went well and could only laugh. “You can spin and weave this to make cotton, Joshua!”


      “Wait, what?! Cotton? So wait, does that mean owatas are just...making cotton wool?! But that’s...” William scratched his head in utter disbelief the moment he heard cotton.


      Armored boars were similar to boars.


      Rabbits were close to horned hares.


      Rainbow raccoons were close to tanukis.


      He knew there were plenty of monsters with similar appearances and dispositions as animals. Plant monsters were no exception when it came to plants.


      “But there’s no way owatas are cotton plants! That’s just... I mean, it’s not written in any of the documents about them!” William had read and memorized every single document the Eastern Empire and the kingdom had on owatas before their summer vacation, but not a single one of them mentioned that owatas had anything in common with cotton. William couldn’t understand how his sister made the connection just by looking at an owata.


      “Huh? Yeah it was. It was in the oldest one they had. The Eastern Empire’s monster encyclopedia, in the Greenery Chapter.”


      “Huh? Wait, no, no, lemme think back...” William couldn’t believe it, so he started reviewing the monster encyclopedia in his brain. “Where? I don’t remember it...”


      “Um... That’s a good question... It was like, in the Middle Kingdom’s owata illustration?”


      “Wait... This? What part of this?!” The encyclopedia in William’s brain didn’t have anything about cotton in it.


      “It says owata in the Middle Kingdom’s language on the side.”


      “On the side? What?! Wait... You’re not talking about this, are you?”


      In the past before the Middle Kingdom was destroyed by monsters and before the Eastern Empire became isolationist, they had quite good relations. There were quite a few similarities between the Middle Kingdom and Eastern Empire’s languages, and both of them used kanji. Currently, kanji was mostly used in ancient writings as only the educated high class were able to read and write, but since Emma used to be Japanese, she could see it and understand.


      “I mean, I can’t see inside your brain, but probably? When you write owata in kanji, it uses the characters for big cotton, right?”


      Owata was indeed written with the characters for “big” and “cotton.”


      “No. No way.” In the massive pile of reference materials, who in their right mind would have spotted that kanji written on the edge of that tiny owata picture? “I... I can’t believe you noticed this, sis...”


      “I mean, I can’t believe you can remember that, William...” George was impressed by his little siblings’ conversation. He hadn’t even remembered that there was a “Greenery Chapter” in the Eastern Empire’s monster encyclopedia in the first place.


      “Well, none of the other stuff written about owatas mentioned owatas’ similarities to cotton either, so at first I was wondering if they were just using the characters phonetically...but Lord Fukushima said that a lot of monster-related things were the same in different places because the root language was from the Middle Kingdom, remember?”


      William remembered the conversations they’d had back in the Eastern Empire. “You’re right! He did say there were a lot of similarities in religious and monster-related words back then!”


      “And remember when we went to check up on that owata seed pod that dropped close to us back then?”


      “Huh? You mean when the cats were digging around and getting all the seeds out?” Even George remembered that.


      “We saw there was a delay between when the seed pods landed and when they burst open, remember? Remember how we got all covered in sand? So, I was just trying to re-create all that inside the owattower!” That experience made Emma wonder if perhaps the seed pod was filled with tightly packed seeds and seed fibers. Since the shell of the seed pod would be damaged in the fall, the seed fibers would no longer be compressed, and thus would all come bursting out. Emma’s thought process was that that must have been what happened in the earth when the crater suddenly erupted after a time. Without the pressure around the seed fibers, they would expand outward with all their seeds, making it so the seeds could take root far away from each other even within hardened dirt. That way, the owatas wouldn’t have to compete for nutrients when they grew.


      “Your ability to think outside the box is really second to none, sis...” William said, the corner of his mouth twitching. It was always Emma coming up with the ideas and William putting in ninety-nine percent of the actual effort in making them happen.


      “Okay, but like...what does all that mean?” George’s face might as well have had a million question marks all over it.


      “Hmm... Okay, so let’s think of the owata fibers as a futon, and the seed capsule as a vacuum sealed futon bag. You know how the futon expands really fast when you open the bag?” Emma tried to explain it in a way her brother would understand.


      “Oh, that makes sense!”


      “All right, so since you get it now... We should probably clean all this up or we’re gonna get yelled at...” William pointed at the cotton strewn all across their yard.


      “I feel like there’s more cotton here than back in the Eastern Empire too... Maybe the longer the seed pod takes to burst, the more time the fibers get to grow?” Emma started to think more on it, since she hadn’t expected there would be this much cotton, but then...


      “Oh, shoot! The cotton’s spreading out toward the main house! Mother and Martha are there!” George said, his voice growing frantic.


      “Oh, shoot! You’re right! We need to get moving! Help us out, amblies and kitties!” Emma went pale when she looked toward the main house. Messengers had been coming in and out of the house for the past several days. If they saw something, they wouldn’t be able to make any excuses about it, and obviously, she’d be getting yelled at for it.


      “Aaagh! Let’s start with the stuff at the main house! Run, guys!”


      “Aaaagh!”


      “Mroooowr!”


      Skitter skit!


      George took the lead, with Emma, William, the cats, and the bugs all parting the cotton to get toward the main house.


      “H-Hey... You good over there, little master?” Carlos, who made it over to everyone later, called out to Joshua, who was still standing dumbfounded. It was perfectly understandable, given that they’d just had all of their months-long cotton problems solved in a split second. Just how much had the nobles of the kingdom cried out for that white, fluffy cotton spreading all over the yard?


      “Lady Emma... The girl that you are...” Joshua whispered. Here Joshua thought this was something he’d have to solve on his own. The thought that if there was no cotton, you could just...get something else. He’d dealt with complaints after complaints from the nobles, and every time he’d explain that he couldn’t make the impossible possible. Even if he couldn’t rely on anyone else to solve it for him, he still had to solve it. Otherwise, he could never follow in his father’s footsteps. He was sure he could solve it on his own, but it didn’t change the fact that it was still a tremendous pain.


      Perhaps he’d just been puffing himself up. Maybe Emma had seen right through him. Emma was always managing to save him in ways that nobody else could.


      “I’m truly no match for you...” He knew he’d been deeply in love with her since the moment they met, but he couldn’t believe that he could fall even deeper into this pit of obsession. There was still more room for him to sink into the swamp of Emma Obsession. “Heh... Heh heh heh...”


      “Dude, you’re creeping me out...” Carlos balked at Joshua’s sudden laughter.


      “To think there’s even more to come...” The thought that there was still more and more room for his love of Lady Emma to grow made him laugh with utter glee. “Heh... Heh heh heh...”


      “No seriously, you’re creeping us out!” Carlos and the thumb-sized mage, who’d popped his head out of Carlos’s breast pocket, both shouted.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Rumble rumble...


      As Melsa deftly went through the pile of papers that had amassed while she was away, she felt a sudden, short tremor.


      “An earthquake? That doesn’t happen here often...” Melsa put down her quill so she could massage her stiff shoulders.


      “Come to think of it, I felt a similar tremor a few days ago too. It was the evening before you all came home,” Martha, who had just poured some black tea for her mistress and instructed her to take a break from work, reported. “It wasn’t as strong as today’s, but I felt a few in succession and... Huh?! What in the... Huuuh?!” Martha suddenly shouted in alarm right in the middle of her conversation.


      “What’s the matter?” Martha was usually quite composed, making her surprise even more alarming. Melsa looked up from her paperwork.


      “Mistress Melsa... Look!”


      Melsa’s eyes widened when she saw what Martha was pointing at out the window. Some white, cloudlike substance was flooding out from the owattower they could see from afar. What was more, that substance was slowly encroaching on the yard, and the area close to the manor itself was starting to be buried.


      “Martha...” Melsa massaged her temples roughly as she called to the maid.


      “No, there’s no doubt about it, mistress.” Martha knew right away what her mistress wanted to say and agreed without hesitation.


      “Ugh, it’s just one thing after another... I just can’t...” Melsa heaved a deep sigh, stood up, opened the window and drew in a deep breath before shouting, “Emma!!! What have you done?!”


      Melsa’s voice rang out all across the open wide Stewart yard.
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      Special Side Story: The School Mysteries and Professor Wolfgang’s Treasure


      “Nice work out there.”


      After returning from the Skyte region and reporting back to the school, the Monster Studies and Hunting Techniques professors gave each other the most heartfelt thanks. Every year, the field trips that took place on the border were extremely taxing on the professors. While there had always been problems every year, this year had been particularly extreme. Not only had there been far more participants than usual, but for some reason, there had been girls coming along this year, and one of them even brought her whole family along. It was crazy right from the get-go.


      Yet now that they were looking back on it, that craziness had been only the beginning. Nobody could have predicted the kinds of disasters that were about to befall them. The king going berserk, getting surrounded by rainbow raccoons, running into a fire fox, and then to top it all off, the Western Empire had tried to invade the kingdom. Honestly, neither of them understood how they’d gotten out of it all alive.


      “You heading back to your family home, Professor Wolfgang?” the Hunting Techniques professor asked, unable to hide his exhaustion. It was about a two hour carriage trip from the school to the Monster Studies professor’s family home. Academy professors were granted houses near the school, but the Hunting Techniques instructor knew that Professor Wolfgang always went back to his family home after the field trip each year. The field trips were always rough, even if it usually wasn’t as bad as it was this year, so the Hunting Techniques instructor really had to admire the dedication he had to always tread back to his family home afterward. He thought Professor Wolfgang could at least take a day to sleep it all off, but...


      “Yup, they’ve been watching over my baby, so I’ve gotta go pick her up,” the (heavily scarred, bald, and extremely muscular) professor broke into a broad grin. “I’m sure she misses me terribly,” he added, even though nobody asked.


      “W-Well, be careful on your travels.” The Hunting Techniques professor knew that the moment the Monster Studies professor started going on about his baby, he’d be stuck there for ages, so he quickly said his goodbye and fled.


      “Huh? O-Oh, yeah. See you tomorrow!” Though the majority of the students hadn’t made it back to the capital yet, they were starting up class again the next day for the students who hadn’t gone on the field trip. I bet he’s just in a rush because he’s not done with class prep for tomorrow... the Monster Studies teacher thought, looking a bit disappointed that he didn’t get to talk more about his baby, and he took off in the opposite direction of the Hunting Techniques instructor.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Two hours later...


      “Hey there, Wolfie! You’re back early, huh?” The Garianno house was quite a ways away from the capital, and Wolfgang’s brother, Theophilus, was the one who greeted him when he finally arrived.


      “Hey... Yeah, it was a whole ordeal. I’m sure you’ll hear about it soon enough.” Wolfgang couldn’t bring himself to come out and say it had been cut short because of the Western Empire’s attempted invasion, so he just kept things vague.


      “What’re you tryin’ to weasel your way outta talkin’ to me about?” Theophilus grinned at his younger brother’s half-hearted reply. Before he’d inherited his parents’ peerage, he’d been one of the castle knights. Wolfgang himself couldn’t talk about what had happened because of his duty of confidentiality to the school, but Theophilus was a sociable man, so he was likely going to hear all about the field trip from one of his castle buddies or former coworkers.


      By the by, these brothers looked absolutely nothing alike. The older brother, Theophilus, had blond hair, a kind face, and a slender frame, while the younger brother, Wolfgang, was shaved bald, had a scary face, and was buff as could be. No one would guess they were related even if they were standing side by side.


      “So, um... Theophilus... Has my little baby been good?”


      Theophilus chuckled as his brother cut to the chase. “Hmm? Oh, yeah. The Matriarch has been looking after her like always.”


      “And how has mother been?”


      “Oh, you know. She stubbed her toe on the sofa yesterday and pretty much tore it to pieces.”


      “Same as always, then. That’s a relief,” Wolfgang said as he looked up at the family portrait that hung in the entranceway. It had been painted twenty-some years back. Seeing the whole family together, it became abundantly clear why Theophilus and Wolfgang looked nothing alike. Their father was a blond man with a slim frame and kind face, looking exactly like the older brother, Theophilus. Meanwhile, their mother, a rather portly woman (compared to the usual noble crowd) with wavy brown hair... Well, other than her hair, she looked very similar to Wolfgang. The two brothers each took after one of their parents.


      As it so happened, the Garianno couple was quite famous in the world of high society for their relationship. This all happened before Wolfgang was born, so it was hard for him to believe, but their romance had inspired songs, plays and even novels.


      Wolfgang’s father had been a very popular man back in the day. Most of the girls who came of age around his time had a crush on him, but despite his kind face, he was extremely picky with girls and found their persistence more irritating than charming.


      One day, a bee had wandered into one of the Gariannos’ garden parties. The young girls attending, who had all turned into Garianno Hunters at the prospect of wooing Wolfgang’s father, all cried in alarm to show off how delicate they were, and all the boys started chasing it around to show off their bravery.


      The whole affair had turned into a circus. Wolfgang’s father was frankly getting a bit dizzy at the prospect that all of those many, many days he’d spent preparing for this party were going to be wasted on account of one stupid bee. The servants had checked over and over to make sure nothing was out of sorts, and polished the family’s best silver tableware until they were practically sparkling. The gardener had thought it would be a shame if the noblewomen’s dresses were to get torn, so he’d de-thorned every rose in the garden.


      The maids who were serving the guests were in tears, thinking that all their time and effort had gone to waste when suddenly, a loud clap! rang out.


      The panic stopped in an instant. All eyes were on the woman who seemed to have made the sound. She held her two hands together in front of her face for a moment, then suddenly turned and looked to her surroundings. Then, she stomped over to the Garianno family with her hands still clasped together. The series of movements from the woman made everyone so tense, they couldn’t even swallow as they watched her approach the Gariannos.


      The woman stopped before Wolfgang’s father and opened her hands to show him the bee, which had been mercilessly crushed between them. He’d never seen nor heard of a noblewoman who would crush a bee with her bare hands. Bees had stingers, and those stingers had venom. Wolfgang’s father gasped and grabbed her hands to treat her injury, but then cringed at his own carelessness. He knew most noblewomen would go completely red in the face and faint if an ice-hearted man like him were to grab their hands.


      Yet this woman’s expression didn’t change at all. If anything, she seemed astonished that he thought a little bee could have pierced her flesh in the first place. After he got a good look at it, he realized that her palms were rather thick. Right then and there, Wolfgang’s father thought to himself...


      Now here’s an interesting girl!


      The only woman to ever get Wolfgang’s father to crush on her was Wolfgang’s mother. That same woman became a sort of goddess-figure to the Garianno family after she quelled the panic at the garden party. From that day forward, the stories of her icy-hearted father’s trials and errors while trying to woo their mother would become the source of many a song, play, and novel. It was a tragedy that his father’s sister was such a skilled talker.


      “Mother, it’s Wolfgang. I’m here to pick up my— Wait, what?! Why?!” After knocking and opening the door, Wolfgang was brought to his knees. “P-P-P-Pretzel?! Why?! Why are you lazing about there?!”


      Right before his eyes, a cat was resting upon his mother’s wide shoulders. It was a light brown, striped cat the color of milk tea. Her refined catlike eyes looked condescendingly down upon Wolfgang.


      “What’s with the whining?” his mother asked.


      “Well, what do you expect?! She’s on your shoulders! Your shoulders! She hasn’t gotten on my shoulders even once, and I take care of her every day! And you only look after her whenever I go on these field trips!” Wolfgang’s cat really put the tsun in tsundere. She had a royal demeanor about her, and she hardly ever even sat on Wolfgang’s lap. Yet there she was, sitting on his mother’s shoulders, even rubbing her face up against hers with a satisfied expression. Wolfgang couldn’t hide his shock.


      “Mrowr?”


      “Okay, little Pretzel. Time to come home to Papa!” Wolfgang said to the cat on his mother’s shoulders. “Pretzeeeel!” he cooed, extending his hands out in wait for the cat to return to him.


      “Myah myah,” the cat replied and turned her nose up at him.


      “Looks like she doesn’t want to go home.”


      “No... Not again!” Every time he brought his cat over for his family to babysit, she acted like she liked his mother best and threw a fit about being left behind. Even if it was only once every year, the cat was still unhappy about it.


      “I’m sorry, widdle Pwetzul... But I got you your favorite chicken treats... So let’s go home, okay?” Wolfgang, knowing this happened each time, came prepared with his cat’s favorite treats to woo her home.


      “Myah?” (Oh, you think I’ll forgive you just for a little chicken? Why, you’re far out of line!)


      “That’s right! Chicken! And you can have some if you come home!”


      “Myah!” (And what did I say? You cannot bribe one as dignified as me with mere chicken! Oh...but what’s the use in fighting?) Having made herself feel better(?) about the whole situation, the cat hopped off of Wolfgang’s mother’s shoulders and trotted toward him, albeit, still rather displeased. Yet after a few steps, she stopped suddenly and started sniffing the air. “Hisssss!” (Why, you! What is that?! What is that smell?!)


      “Huh? What’s up, Pretzel?”


      “Hissss!” (Oh, this is just awful! I truly cannot stand it!)


      “Huh? Wha? What?” The cat suddenly became aggressive and started backing away step by step, then hid behind Wolfgang’s mother.


      Wolfgang’s mother picked up the hissing kitty and glared at him. “You cheat on her again, Wolfie?” A prideful cat like her would never allow Wolfgang to come home smelling like another cat. Wolfgang had only gone to a cat lovers’ meeting among the nobles exactly once. After incurring Pretzel’s wrath, he’d never gone again.


      “What?! Of course not! I’d never cheat on my baby! I swore I’d never see another cat after that...”


      “Hissssss!” (Oh, how could you? How could you?! You cannot fool me, you brute!) The cat was even more upset than she had been back then.


      “Wolfie?” Wolfgang’s mother glared intensely at him.


      “But I didn’t! I swe— Wait!” Wolfgang suddenly remembered the Stewart family’s cat during the field trip. The problem was that it was so enormous, experts could debate for ages on whether it could even be considered a cat. The colossal strength it had used to take out the king in a single strike and its fierce loyalty to its owners was a bit...no, extremely different from the cats that Wolfgang knew.


      “Sounds like you have an idea, then.”


      “Hissss!” (Hisssss, I say!)


      Both his mother and cat were still glaring.


      “I didn’t touch it, I swear! I swear on my life! And it happened several days ago anyway! I have Pretzel! I don’t need anyone else!” It had been so, so hard for Wolfgang not to touch the kitty. It was likely nobody knew just how hard he had resisted petting the giant kitty in front of him. He couldn’t call himself a cat lover if he couldn’t prioritize and treasure his own cat. There was no way his mother was unaware of the struggle he faced when he was away from his dear Pretzel.


      Wolfgang was the second son of a viscount who wouldn’t be inheriting the family name, and his prospects of marrying into another family were grim given that his face scared most noblewomen. Even as nobles, the Garianno family didn’t have the luxury of just letting their son stay idle. The only viable path for him was to become a hunter, and not at home where they were far away from the barrier, but on the border where monsters appeared more frequently. That would net him far more money...and he had a dream.


      When he was younger, he’d had his heart stolen by cats the day his mother brought him to visit another manor. It ignited the hopes that one day he could have a cat of his own, and like many dreams, that was a difficult task to accomplish. Cats were a high-grade luxury; there weren’t very many of them around, and one had to pay to take care of them for their whole lives too. Even as a noble, it wasn’t easy to obtain one, especially not for the second-born son who couldn’t inherit the family name or save money in any respectable sort of way.


      Yet still he’d slaved away, fighting monsters to the death for fifteen years. Monster hunting was a thankless job. Many hunters lost limbs, hearts, or breathed their last in his field of work. But Wolfgang had refused to lose any limbs he could use to pet a cat. He’d refused to lose a heart he could use to love a cat. He’d refused to lose his life that he could spend with a cat in the future. As such, Wolfgang gained the moniker “Wolfgang the Unscathed.” The physique his mother blessed him with and his love for cats made him into a hunter of legend. Once he’d gained enough money from hunting to buy the cat of his dreams, he became a teacher at the academy. It was certainly a crying shame for the legendary Wolfgang the Unscathed to retire, but he couldn’t be a responsible cat owner if he was away for days on end like he’d have to be for hunting. As a teacher, he would be able to go home most days except during the field trip, and he’d make enough to barely take care of both him and his cat.


      As such, Wolfgang was happier than he’d ever been. Even if his cat was a prissy princess with a major tsuntsun personality, she was still his cat, and his cat was the cutest cat in the whole world.


      “I’m so sorry, widdle Pwetzul... My sweet little Pretzel... Please, don’t be mad at me anymore...” Wolfgang picked up the cat, who had been hiding behind his mother, arching her back and puffing out her fur. Unfortunately for him...


      “Hisssss!” You insolent knave!


      “Ow...” The cat scratched Wolfgang with the full force of her furry fury right across the face.


      “Wolfie!” The cat had scratched Wolfgang awfully deep with its claws. Even a mother like her would be worried by seeing her son’s face bubble up with fresh blood.


      “I-It’s okay! I’m used to it. I’ll be going home now, mother. Thanks for looking after my little Pretzel.”


      “Hisss! Hisssss!”


      Wolfgang said his goodbyes with a smile on his newly bloodied face as it got pummeled with kitty fury over and over.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      The next day, the mood in the Monster Studies class was odd, especially among those who hadn’t attended the field trip. Their faces were etched with fear.


      “L-Look at that...! Wolfgang’s face is so...”


      “My word... Those wounds are so awful...”


      “I heard they had to end the field trip early this year... They must’ve gone up against a pretty horrible monster by the looks of his face!”


      After returning from the field trip, the Monster Studies professor had even more horrible wounds on his face than before. He was already terrifying enough with the scars he already had, but now he had fresh wounds.


      “If someone like Professor Wolfgang could get bloodied up like that...”


      “There’s no way I could do it. Like hell I’m gonna go on the field trip next year.”


      “Monsters are too much... They’re too much!”


      The students who hadn’t participated were once again learning just how dangerous the field trips could be.


      “Huh? Professor Wolfgang didn’t have those cuts when we saw him in Skyte, right?” William, who had participated in the field trip, was just confused when he saw their teacher.


      “Hmm? No, there weren’t any monsters in Skyte that could’ve given him those kinds of wounds anyway.” George, who’d also attended the field trip, agreed with William.


      “Looks painful. You don’t think they’re cat scratches, do you?”


      “Naaaah.”


      Only someone with Emma’s imagination could have come up with what actually happened, but her brothers laughed it off.


      “Professor Wolfgang used to be a famous hunter called ‘Wolfgang the Unscathed,’ but then after he retired, his face suddenly started getting all scarred up. It’s one of the seven school mysteries!” Surprisingly, even Joshua knew very little about the Monster Studies teacher. While the Rothschild Company sold plenty of cat products, Wolfgang had never bought any and instead had made all of his cat food and cat toys by hand whenever possible. While working at the academy did afford a pretty high salary, caring for a cat was still very expensive, so he saved wherever he could.


      “You sure it’s not just cat scratches?”


      “Naaaaaah.”


      Only someone with Emma’s imagination could have solved one of the school’s seven mysteries so easily, but her brothers laughed it off.


      None of the other students who had gone on the field trip had gotten back yet. The field trip had been suddenly cut short, so the professors hurried back on horseback. Meanwhile, the other students had ridden in carriages, so it would still be a few days before they made it back to the capital.


      The Stewarts, on the other hand, had gotten back three days ago. That was odd enough, and since the field trip wasn’t over until they all got home, that meant that all the other students must have still been considered on the field trip. Seeing the three of them sitting there in class like nothing had happened the day school started up again caused a new school rumor to emerge: The Stewart siblings of them had died in the Skyte forest, but their dedication as rulers of a border land made them come back as ghosts so they could keep going to school.


      “You there! Enough chitchat! Emma Stewart, what are armored boars known for?!”


      “Yes, sir! They have tough skin and they’re extra tasty when steamed in a covered pan!”


      “Exactly! Armored boars have tough skin! The taste is irrelevant!”


      After a field trip as unprecedentedly ridiculous as this one, the terrifying, imposing, brawny, cat lover of a silver fox had (sort of) gotten used to dealing with Emma.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Everyone, I hope this message finds you well. I am Choco. Thank you so much for picking up volume seven of The Tanaka Family Reincarnates, a book made by those who love tail thumping, for those who love tail thumping, about those who love tail thumping. As you can probably tell, I’m pretty much out of ideas for my by/for/about jokes. I’m sure I’ll try to force another one in the future, so please just go along with it. I thought about making it all cat lovers around volume three, but it was already too late. Please just go along with it.


      That being said, kaworu’s picture of Kongming’s fuming thumping (hey, it almost all rhymes!) of her tail was so incredible, I think it goes without saying that I was dying over how cute it was. Know that if you ever try to touch a kitty looking like that, you’ll get covered in scratches, so please be careful. As I say in every volume, my gratitude and respect for kaworu knows no bounds. kaworu’s beautiful illustrations always help the Tanakas so much.


      And one more thing I’m grateful for is that the Tanaka family has now gotten to volume seven. They’ve finally reached the end of the long Western Empire arc. Just when we thought I’d forgotten about the foreshadowing in the Eastern Empire’s owata arc, it finally got wrapped up. It was a ton of work, so I can finally breathe a sigh of relief. I also got to explain how the Tanaka family got isekai’d, so I think this volume was jam-packed with interesting stuff.


      The bonus story this time is a story about Professor Wolfgang—a teacher at the school who doesn’t get a ton of attention in the main story—and his treasure. Fun fact: He’s my favorite out of all the old guys who show up around the Tanaka family, so I wound up coming up with a bunch of backstory for him. I have a lot of fun writing out the little bonus chapters.


      Oh, and I’d better not forget the usual. You know what I mean. The same important disclaimer I have to give every time about the bugs you should not look up by name—aka, the amblypygids. I know I’ve warned you all a bunch of times, so I imagine after seven volumes, you probably won’t go looking even by accident (unless you already have), but I still have to say it to protect myself. I’ll say it until I’m blue in the face. Please know that if you look up what amblypygids look like online, you made your choice. I won’t take responsibility for your actions.


      And lastly, I have something to say to all of you who have read The Tanaka Family Reincarnates. There is nothing that makes me happier than knowing that you all have enjoyed watching the Tanaka family bumble about.


      I’m looking forward to seeing you all in the next volume. I hope that you’ll continue reading in the future! Thank you for everything!


      Choco
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CHARACTERS

HE TANAKAS/STEWA

The Tanaka Family patriarch.
Currently the lord of a remote
region, his monster hunting skills
are second to none. His sewing
skills may well be a national
treasure. In both lives, he’s doted
excessively on his daughter.

The eldest child of the Tanaka
household. In this world, he is
training as a monster hunter.
He’s his father's intended
successor, but he must graduate
from school first. His greatest
obstacle at the moment is
understanding his professors’
lectures.

Heita/William

The Tanaka family’s youngest
child. He's the smartest of the
three siblings and is also his
sister’s errand-boy. Though he
was reincarnated as a handsome
young boy, he still suffers from
the loliconosis he had from his
previous life. All the girls he likes
are more attracted to his older
brother.

A calico cat who is especially
attached to Emma (Minato). She
reincarnated and grew to a
massive size to protect Minato,
and now she is the fluffiest
ever. Her favorite food is the
cucumbers she gets to eat in
midsummer.

GUAN (Guan Yu Tanaka)

A black cat who is especially
attached to George (Wataru).
A rascally fighter. He’s especially
good at silent Kkitty baps.
His favorite food used to be wet
food, but in his new life, he
enjoys eating monsters too.

« Yoriko/Melsa

Gifted with brains and beauty,
Melsa is the manager of the
whole family. Her father was a
duke, and she’s supposed to be
the one who keeps the family in
check. Her goal in this life is to
someday see grandchildren.

Minato/Emma

The Tanaka family’s middle
child. A researcher who loves
bugs. While she was able to raise
silkworms to enormous sizes
to help the family’s financial
prospects, she is also usually the
cause of any trouble the family
runs into.

The Stewart family’s maid. Her main role is looking after Emma.

Amblies

Some extremely valuable bugs that Robert dumped on Emma as
a prank. For some reason, they wound up growing huge and are
currently living in a cave on the Stewart family’s grounds.

N Liu (Liu Bei Tanaka)

A calico cat who is especially
attached to William (Peyta). She
has the power of foresight from
her previous life and saw the
future where the Tanaka family
would reincarnate. Her favorite
food is wet food.

A white cat who is especially
attached to Leonard (Kazushi).
His favorite spot is on Leonard’s
stomach. He's a sweet and
easygoing long-haired cat. His
face is very Japanese. His
favorite food is lickable Kitty
treats.
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Lives in the slums with all the
orphaned children. An artsy
hipster-type heartthrob (according
to Emma). He has an exclusive
contract with the Rothschild
Company for his painting and
paint-making skills and is currently
helping repair the slums.

Tasuku Hinomoto

The firstborn prince of the
Eastern Empire. A genius who
took the fate of the Eastern
Empire upon himself when they
were unable to trade due to the
language barrier. Whether for
better or for worse, he has now
encountered the Tanakas.

Hilda Sullivan

Melsa’s mother. She is known
and feared throughout high
society as the Etiquette Demon.
She’s currently  giving her
granddaughter, Emma, one-on-one
lessons to rehabilitate her.

Leonard’s  father’s  younger
brother. He is the second son,
and one of the biggest meatheads
among the Four Great Emma Fans.
He has a bombastic personality
and hardly ever sweats the small
things. He looks like a mafia
boss.

Guillermo

Zack’s son and Leonard’s second
cousin. Both he and his father
are part of the Four Great Emma
Fans. He looks like the upper
brass of the mafia.

Baron Skyte

The lord of the region the
Monster Studies class visited for
their field trip. He lost an arm in
a monster hunt in the past, and
his handsome looks and brave
actions speak for themselves
(according to Emma).

Hugh

A boy from the slums who the Stewarts rescued along with
Harold. He learned a bunch of ninja techniques from the ninjas at
the Stewart manor and now uses them to work as a spy.

A vassal of the Shogun in the
Eastern Empire and the person in
charge of monster exterminations.
Now that the owatas have been
exterminated, he carries on the
will of his friends who passed
and is helping restore the Eastern
Empire.

A girl who was suddenly found
in the Skyte region and declared
a saint instead of Emma.
She’s been using charm magic to
capture the hearts of everyone in
school, but her actual appearance
is based on Minato in her previous

1 life.

Leonard’s  father's  younger
brother, the third son. Though
he’s the all-important brains of
the family, he’s still one of the
Four Great Emma Fans. He looks

like the righthand man of a
mafia boss.

Leonard’s little brother. He had
been studying in the capital, but
returned to Pallas to be the acting
lord while the Stewart siblings
attend school in the capital.
He's one of the Four Great
Emma Fans, but he’s constantly
getting everything: dumped on
him by the other three.

« Western Imperial Mage

A mage from the Western
Empire who works under Juana.
His body was shrunken after a
major unknown incident.
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supporting the firstborn prince.
She was #2 in charge of
performing “baptisms” on his
behalf each year, but now she is
very close with Emma and her
friends.

Marion Bell

A duchess from the esteemed
Bell family, who have been
knights for generations. She is
very popular with the girls at
school.

Charles Constantine

The current ruling  king.
A battle-hungry man who puts
himself on the front lines of any
fight. A rugged and muscular
silver fox (according to Emma).

Edward Tholus Royale

The secondborn prince. Victim
of Emma’s angelic smile. He's
very busy with fulfilling both his
royal duties and schoolwork.

Victoria Charlotte

The queen.

She’s married to the king and has
been his partner in crime for ages.
She’s a woman who can do it all
and generally looks after the
kingdom's politics rather than her
stu—meatheaded husband.

Robert Lance

Son of the Lance family, of the four
great duke households. He has royal
blood in his veins. A selfish boy who
tended to brag about his lineage.
After being charged with the crime
of losing the amblypygids, he was
banished to a poor village and now
lives there with the elderly villagers
as a boy named Darius.

« Catherine Simmons

Twins from the Simmons region,
an island city that is a hub of
foreign trade and boasts the
largest port in the kingdom.
They do everything together.

Arthur Bell

Marion’s older brother. He
attends  school as  Prince
Edward’s personal guard.

Royal concubine. She met the
Tanakas at a party and is close
enough with them that they
sometimes stay over at her
house. A more beautiful woman
has never existed.

Jadwiga Hall Royale

The firstborn princess. Friends
with Emma. She adores George
for being so nice. William, on the
other hand... She’s very serious
about playtime (especially when
playing house).

Maximilian Lewin

The firstborn prince. He was
placed under a charm spell while
studying in the Western Empire
and assisted the Western Empire
in their invasion. It was Rose’s
efforts(?) that finally freed him.

Joshua Rothschild

Son of the merchant who sells
the Stewart family’s silk. He
loves Emma so much it can drive
him mad sometimes, but he’s
also an exceptional merchant like
his father. He bought a peerage
so he could attend the same
school as Emma.
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SUMMARY

The whole Stewart family had casually joined the
school’s field trip. As usual, the family had no idea that any of
this was unusual and was just enjoying the field trip to the
fullest extent.

Meanwhile, at Simmons Harbor, the largest harbor in the
kingdom, the Western Empire had been steadily making
preparations to attack the kingdom, but it was quietly taken
care of by a group of people led by Joshua, who had stayed
behind.

The Stewart family had no clue what was going on at
Simmons Harbor and were going about their business on the
field trip, but that didn't mean nothing happened to them
either. They all entered a dangerous forest full of monsters,
when suddenly, the king started going on a rampage. Just
after the king had been brought back to his senses with a
squish of Kongming’s pawpad, the family found themselves
surrounded by a new group of monsters called rainbow
raccoons. They were tricky monsters to deal with, as they
used psychic attacks, which made the situation all the more
tense. And while the tensions were high, Emma—clearly not
reading the vibes at the time—pulled out a letter to the king
from Queen Victoria.





